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the Quran itself. 

Another hadith has Aisha ordering one of her servants, Yunus, 
to write out a copy of the Qur’an. She instructed him: “When you 
reach this ayat [‘sign, or verse of the Qur’an] let me know, ‘Guard the 
prayers carefully and the middle prayer and stand obedient to Allah’” 
(Quran 2:238). When Yunus reached that point, Aisha dictated an 
amended version of the verse to him: “Guard the prayers carefully 
and the middle prayer and the asr prayer [the ‘afternoon’ prayer] and 
stand obedient to Allah.” Aisha explained: “I heard it from the Mes- 
senger of Allah, may Allah bless him and grant him peace.” 


Signs that the Text Has Been Altered 


Islamic tradition does not provide the only evidence that changes 
were made to the wording of the eternal book of Allah. Although 
manuscript evidence is scarce, on close scrutiny the text of the Qur’an 
offers telling indications that it has been altered. This evidence makes 
it extraordinarily unlikely that the text was the product of one man, 
whether a historical person named Muhammad or someone else; 
rather, it indicates that the text has undergone extensive revision, 
consistent with the likelihood that it was developed over time by a 
series of people. 

The pioneering Quranic scholar Richard Bell (1876—1952) closely 
examined the Quranic text and identified numerous signs that the 
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text had been changed. Lack of continuity and inherent contradic- 
tions are two of the most common indications. One curious passage 
Bell highlighted comes in a polemic against the Jews and Christians 
(2:116-21): 


116. And they say, “God has taken to Him a son.” Glory be to 
Him! Nay, to Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the 
earth; all obey His will— 

117. The Creator of the heavens and the earth; And when He 
decrees a thing, He but says to it “Be,” and it is. 

118. And they that know not say: “Why does God not speak to 
us?, Why does a sign not come to us?” So spoke those before 
them as these men say; their hearts are much alike. Yet We 
have made clear the signs unto a people who are sure. 

119. We have sent thee with the truth, good tidings to bear, 
and warning. Thou shalt not be questioned touching the 
inhabitants of Hell. 

120. Never will the Jews be satisfied with thee, neither the 
Christians, not till thou followest their religion. Say: 
“God’s guidance is the true guidance.” If thou followest 
their caprices, after the knowledge that has come to thee, 
thou shalt have against God neither protector nor helper. 

121. Those to whom We have given the Book and who recite it 
with true recitation, they believe in it; and whoso disbe- 
lieves in it, they shall be the losers. 


Bell points out that all the polemical assertions in verses 116 and 
117 answer the claim in verse 120, that the Jews and Christians will 
never be satisfied with the Muslim believers until they convert to their 
religions. He suggests that these verses were inserted later and were 
originally intended to follow verse 120.*' It also appears that verses 118 
and 119 introduce some other argument, against those who demand 
miracles of the Muslim prophet, whose only miracles are the verses 
of the Qur’an themselves. As presented in the Qur’an we know today, 
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these verses unaccountably interrupt the polemic against the People 
of the Book. The passage reads much more logically in this order: 


120. Never will the Jews be satisfied with thee, neither the 
Christians, not till thou followest their religion. Say: 
“God’s guidance is the true guidance.” If thou followest 
their caprices, after the knowledge that has come to thee, 
thou shalt have against God neither protector nor helper. 

116. And they say, “God has taken to Him a son.” Glory be to 
Him! Nay, to Him belongs all that is in the heavens and the 
earth; all obey His will— 

117. The Creator of the heavens and the earth; And when He 
decrees a thing, He but says to it “Be,” and it is. 

121. Those to whom We have given the Book and who recite it 
with true recitation, they believe in it; and whoso disbe- 
lieves in it, they shall be the losers. 


Bell also sees considerable manipulation of the text in this pas- 
sage from sura 4: 


23. Forbidden to you are your mothers, and your daughters, 
and your sisters, and your father’s sisters, and your moth- 
er’s sisters, and your brother’s daughters and your sister’s 
daughters, and your foster-mothers, and your foster-sisters, 
and your mothers-in-law, and your step-daughters who are 
under your protection, born of your women unto whom you 
have gone in—but if you have not gone in unto them, then 
it is no sin for you—and the wives of your sons who spring 
from your own loins. And (it is forbidden to you) that you 
should have two sisters together, except what has already 
happened in the past. Lo! Allah is ever Forgiving, Merciful. 

24. And all married women (are forbidden to you) save those 
captives whom your right hands possess. It is a decree of 
Allah for you. Lawful to you are all beyond those men- 
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tioned, so that you seek them with your wealth in honest 
wedlock, not debauchery. And those of whom you seek 
content by marrying them, give them their portions as a 
duty. And there is no sin for you in what you do by mutual 
agreement after the duty has been done. Lo! Allah is ever 
Knower, Wise. 

25. And whoever is not able to afford to marry free, believing 
women, let them marry from the believing maids whom 
your right hands possess. Allah knows best your faith. You 
proceed one from another; so wed them by permission of 
their folk, and give them their portions in kindness, they 
being honest, not debauched nor of loose conduct. And if 
when they are honorably married they commit lewdness, 
they shall incur the half of the punishment prescribed for 
free women. This is for him among you who fears to com- 
mit sin. But to have patience would be better for you. Allah 
is Forgiving, Merciful. 

26. Allah would explain to you and guide you by the examples 
of those who were before you, and would turn to you in 
mercy. Allah is Knower, Wise.” 


Bell posits that “the marriage laws in Sura IV are a clear case of 
alternative continuations”—that is, an instance in which an editor 
simply tacked on his addition to an already complete passage, doing 
nothing to address the resulting contradictions. The first verse above, 
says Bell, “lays down the forbidden degrees of relationship, and repro- 
duces the Mosaic list with some adaptation to Arab custom.” This was 
deliberate, Bell argues, as indicated by verse 26: “Allah would explain 
to you and guide you by the examples of those who were before you.” 
But, Bell continues, “at a later time . . . some relaxation appeared 
necessary.” Thus verse 25 was added, “allowing marriage with slaves,” 
and finally verse 24, which “gives ample liberty.” 

Bell points out that the similar endings of verse 24 (“Allah is ever 
Knower, Wise”), the first part of verse 25 (“Allah knows best your 
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faith”), and the latter part of verse 25 (“Allah is Knower, Wise”) pro- 
vide evidence that “substitutions have been made.” ” Repeating whole 
phrases as taglines may have been an attempt to make sense out of 
what would otherwise be the most awkward of rhyme schemes—an 
attempt to make poetry out of prosaic, didactic material.” 

Of course, many passages in the Qur’an can be adduced in which 
such recurring taglines are the only unifying aspect. The Qur'an, as 
we have seen, is remarkably devoid of context.” Islamic spokesmen in 
the West frequently argue that those who point out the book’s violent 
and hateful passages are taking them out of context, but there is hardly 
any context to begin with. Nonetheless, when one encounters discus- 
sions of a subject that is interrupted and then resumed, it is not unrea- 
sonable to suspect that the textual integrity of the passage has been 
compromised. Such interruptions appear fairly often in the Qur’an. 
Another example is Qur’an 2:221—242. For seventeen straight verses 
this passage discusses women, marriage, and divorce, but suddenly 
verses 238 and 239 interrupt the discussion to exhort the Muslims 
to maintain regular prayers and instruct them on how to maintain 
prayers while in fear of an enemy. Then, just as suddenly, the passage 
returns to the subject of divorce. Those two intervening verses, 238 
and 239, have nothing to do with what came either before or after. 

In short, both close analysis of Quran’ic passages and Islamic 
tradition itself raise serious doubts about the textual integrity of the 
Qur'an. But when it comes to critical evaluation of the Quran, there 
are much larger questions. 


The Non-Arabie Arabic Qur’an 


A Book in Pure and Clear Arabic 
(with Some Non-Arabic Thrown In) 


C he twentieth-century translator of the Quran Muhammad 
Marmaduke Pickthall, an English convert to Islam, once 
declared that the Qur’an in Arabic was an “inimitable sym- 

phony, the very sounds of which move men to tears and ecstasy.”! 

Pickthall would not have dared to claim the same about any transla- 

tion of the Muslim holy book, including his own English translation. 

For Muslims, the Arabic of the Qur’an is essential, such that in any 

other language, the book may contain the meaning of the Qur’an but 

is no longer truly the Qur’an. 

This belief stems from the Qur’an itself, which insists on its Ara- 
bic character so often that Islamic theologians have quite under- 
standably understood Arabic to be part of the Qur’an’s very essence. 
The Qur’an says that it is written in “Arabic, pure and clear” (16:103).? 
It is an “Arabic judgment” (13:37). It is “the revelation of the Lord 
of all Being” that was “brought down by the Faithful Spirit upon 
thy heart, that thou mayest be one of the warners, in a clear, Ara- 
bic tongue” (26:192—195). Allah says that he has “sent it down as an 
Arabic Qur’an, in order that you may learn wisdom” (12:1).? It is “a 
Qur’an in Arabic, that you may be able to understand” (43:3).‘ 

The Quran is not only a guide to understanding but is also 
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intended for those Arabic speakers who already grasp its message: It 
is “a Book whose signs have been distinguished as an Arabic Koran 
for a people having knowledge” (41:3). Allah even explains that if he 
had sent down the Qur’an in any other language, people would have 
complained: “Had We sent this as a Qur’an in a language other than 
Arabic, they would have said: ‘Why are not its verses explained in 
detail? What! Not in Arabic and its Messenger an Arab?” (41:44).5 It 
is, quite simply, an “Arabic Quran” (12:2; 20:113; 39:28; 41:3; 42:7). 

Islamic tradition reinforces this point. In one hadith, an early 
Muslim, al-Hasan, recounts of another early Muslim: “I heard Abu 
Ubaida say that whoever pretends that there is in the Qur’an anything 
other than the Arabic tongue has made a serious charge against God, 
and he quoted the verse ‘Verily we have made it an Arabic Qur’an.’”® 
Ibn Kathir, author of a renowned medieval commentary on the 
Quran that is still widely read by Muslims, elaborated the orthodox 
view: “The Arabic language is the most eloquent, plain, deep and 
expressive of the meanings that might arise in one’s mind. There- 
fore, the most honorable Book was revealed in the most honorable 
language, to the most honorable Prophet and Messenger, delivered by 
the most honorable angel, in the most honorable land on earth, and 
its revelation started during the most honorable month of the year, 
Ramadan. Therefore, the Qur’an is perfect in every respect.”’ 

There is only one problem with the widespread assertion that the 
Quran was written in Arabic: It doesn’t seem to be true. Even the 
most cursory examination of the evidence indicates that “the most 
honorable Book” in its original form was not actually “in the most 
honorable language” at all. 


Thou Doth Protest Too Much, Methinks 


The very fact that the Qur’an asserts so many times that it was handed 
down in Arabic raises questions. Why would a clear and easily under- 
standable book need to assert more than once that it was clear and 
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easy to understand? Why would an Arabic book need to insist again 
and again that it was in Arabic? The various authors of the Greek New 
Testament never feel the need to assert the fact that they’re writing 
in Greek; they’re simply doing so. This is a point that they take for 
granted. 

Of course, the New Testament doesn’t make the claims about 
Greek that the Qur’an makes about Arabic. Greek in Christianity is 
not the language of God; it has no more significance than any other 
language. But that in itselfis part of the mystery of the Qur’anic claims: 
Why did they need to be made at all? Why was there such anxiety 
about the Arabic character of the Qur’an that it had to be repeated 
so many times? This peculiar insistence on the Arabic character of 
the Qur’an even became part of Islamic theology, which affirms that 
Arabic is the language of Allah and that the deity who created every 
human being and presumably understands every human tongue will 
not accept prayers or recitations of the Qur'an in any other language. 

When the Qur’an repeatedly insists that it is written in Arabic, it 
is not unreasonable to conclude that someone, somewhere was saying 
that it wasn’t in Arabic at all. A point needs emphasis only when it is 
controverted. As the nineteenth-century man of letters John Henry 
Cardinal Newman wrote in a vastly different context, “No doctrine is 
defined till it is violated.”* In other words, the assertion of a religious 
doctrine, in an environment involving a competition of religious ideas, 
doesn’t generally take place except as a response to the contrary propo- 
sition. The Qur’an thus may insist so repeatedly on its Arabic essence 
because that was precisely the aspect of it that others challenged. 

The Quran is highly polemical in nature. It answers the theologi- 
cal claims of Judaism and Christianity and responds to the arguments 
of the unbelievers and hypocrites against Muhammad’s prophetic 
claims and its own divine origins. On practically every page there is 
a denunciation of the unbelievers; many of these contain reports of 
what those unbelievers are saying against Muhammad and Islam, and 
explanations of why their charges are false. It would not be unusual if 
it also took on challenges to its Arabic origins. 
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Muhammad’s Non-Arabic Sources 


The Quran itself tells us of challenges to claims of the book’s Arabic 
origins. According to the Quran, Muhammad’s detractors charged 
the prophet of Islam with getting material from non-Arabic sources 
and then passing off what he received as divine revelation. The 
Qur’an responds furiously to those who deride the prophet for lis- 
tening intently—perhaps to the Jewish and Christian teachers whose 
teachings ended up as part of Qur’anic revelation: “And some of them 
hurt the Prophet, saying, ‘He is an ear!’” Allah tells Muhammad 
how to respond to those who make fun of him in this way: “Say: ‘An 
ear of good for you; he believes in God, and believes the believers, 
and he is a mercy to the believers among you. Those who hurt God’s 
Messenger—for them awaits a painful chastisement’” (9:61). 

Muhammad’s foes apparently charged him with getting material 
from a non-Arabic speaker as well: “We know indeed that they say, ‘It 
is aman that teaches him.’ The tongue of him they wickedly point to 
is notably foreign, while this is Arabic, pure and clear” (16:103).° This 
mysterious foreigner has often been identified as one of Muhammad’s 
early companions, Salman the Persian. The Arabic word translated 
as “foreign” in this Qur'an verse is ajami, which means “Persian” or 
“Iranian,” or is more generalized as “foreigner.” Ibn Ishaq identi- 
fies the foreigner of Qur’an 16:103 as “Jabr the Christian, slave of the 
B. al-Hadrami” and teacher of Muhammad.” 

Another ajami identified in Islamic tradition is Abu Fukayha 
Yasar. The Quranic scholar Muqatil ibn Sulayman (d. 767) says 
Yasar was “a Jew, not an Arab,” who spoke Greek.”" The modern- 
day Islamic scholar Claude Gilliot observes that it is more likely he 
spoke Aramaic, of which Syriac is a dialect.? Mugatil also recounts 
accusations from Muhammad’s opponent an-Nasr ibn al-Harith that 
mention both Jabr and Yasar: “This Qur’an is naught but lies that 
Muhammad himself has forged. . . . Those who help him are Addas, 
a slave of Huwaytib b. Abd al-Uzza, Yasar, a servant of Amr b. al- 
Hadrami, and Jabr who was a Jew, and then became a Muslim. ... 
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This Qur'an is only a tale of the Ancients, like the tales of Rustam and 
Isfandiyar. These three [were] teaching Muhammad at dawn and in 
the evening.” 

This accusation recalls the criticism to which the Qur’an heatedly 
responds: “The unbelievers say, “This is naught but a calumny he has 
forged, and other folk have helped him to it’ So they have committed 
wrong and falsehood. They say, ‘Fairy-tales of the ancients that he has 
had written down, so that they are recited to him at the dawn and in 
the evening’” (25:4-5). 

The Hadith offer yet another candidate for the man who was 
“notably foreign”: Waraqa bin Naufal, the uncle of Muhammad’s 
first wife, Khadija. Islamic tradition holds that after Muhammad’s 
confusing and terrifying first encounter with the angel Gabriel, it 
was Waraga who told Muhammad that he had been called to be a 
prophet. According to one hadith, Waraqa, like Abu Fukayha Yasar, 
was a Jew. The hadith says that “during the [pre-Islamic] Period of 
Ignorance [Waraqa] became a Christian and used to write the writing 
with Hebrew letters. He would write from the Gospel in Hebrew as 
much as Allah wished him to write.” 

Even Khadija herself, according to the Persian Muslim Bal‘ami 
(d. 974), “had read the ancient writings and knew the history of the 
prophets, and also the name of Gabriel.” 

Why would the Qur’an acknowledge critics who accused the book 
of having non-Arabic origins? And why would hadiths tell us of vari- 
ous people of foreign tongue instructing Muhammad? If the Qur'an 
arose long after Muhammad is supposed to have lived, as appears to 
have been the case, then the editors of the Qur’an would have been 
working with non-Arabic material and rendering it into Arabic. In 
that case, they would have needed to explain the non-Arabic elements 
in the Qur’an. 

Those non-Arabic elements are certainly present. 
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Non-Arabic Sources 


The Qur’an’s dependence on non-Arabic Jewish and Christian sources 
for much of its theological and cultural milieu is well known. These 
sources include not only the Bible but other material as well. In the 
Qur’an’s story of the creation and fall of Adam and Eve (2:30-39, 
7:11-25, 15:28-42, 20:115—-126, and 38:71-85), Allah creates Adam 
and then orders the angels to prostrate themselves before him (2:34, 
7:11, 15:29, 18:50, 20:116). Satan refuses, saying: “I am better than 
he; Thou createdst me of fire, and him Thou createdst of clay” (7:12, 
38:76; cf. 15:33, 17:61). Allah thereupon curses Satan (38:77-78) and 
banishes him from Paradise (7:13, 15:34). The order to the angels and 
Satan’s refusal is not in the Bible but is found in Jewish apocryphal 
and rabbinic literature." 

Similarly, in the Quranic account of Cain and Abel (5:30-35) 
comes the celebrated Quranic prohibition on the murder of inno- 
cents: “Therefore We prescribed for the Children of Israel that whoso 
slays a soul not to retaliate for a soul slain, nor for corruption done in 
the land, shall be as if he had slain mankind altogether; and whoso 
gives life to a soul, shall be as if he had given life to mankind alto- 
gether” (5:32). This may also be taken from Jewish tradition, from 
the Mishnah Sanhedrin, which states: “As regards Cain who killed 
his brother, the Lord addressing him does not say, “The voice of thy 
brother’s blood crieth out,’ but ‘the voice of his bloods,’ meaning not 
his blood alone, but that of his descendants; and this to show that 
since Adam was created alone, so he that kills an Israelite is, by the 
plural here used, counted as if he had killed the world at large; and 
he who saves a single Israelite is counted as if he had saved the whole 
world.” 

The Quranic account of Solomon and the Queen of Sheba 
(27:16-44) contains material that was likely derived from another 
Jewish source, the Targum of Esther. The historian W. St. Clair Tis- 
dall notes that “the story of Balkis, Queen of Saba, as told at length in 
the Koran, corresponds so closely with what we find in the II. Targum 
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of the Book of Esther, that it was evidently taken from it, as heard by 
Mohammed from some Jewish source. .. . In respect of the Queen of 
Saba, her visit to Solomon, the letter sent by him to her, etc., there is 
a marvellous resemblance between the two, excepting this, indeed, 
that in place of the Lapwing of the Koran, the Targum Speaks of a 
Red-cock,—Not a very vital difference after all!” 

There are Christian influences in the Qur’an also. The story of 
the “companions of the Cave and of the Inscription” (18:9-26) is 
an Islamic version of the Christian account of the Seven Sleepers of 
Ephesus, which was well known in Eastern Christianity at the time 
that Islam was taking shape. And when the Quran writes of the child 
Jesus fashioning clay birds and then bringing them to life (Quran 
3:49), it recounts something that is recorded in the second-century 
Infancy Gospel of Thomas.” 

All this dependence on non-Arabic sources indicates that the 
Quran in its original form was something quite different from what 
Muslims have always taken it to be, and that its very character as an 
Arabic book is the product of later development, not a feature of the 
original text. 

In fact, there is evidence that the Qur’an was not originally an 
Arabic book at all. 


Incomprehensible 


One element of that evidence is the Qur’an’s manifest lack of clarity, 
despite its boasts to the contrary. Many words in this self-proclaimed 
clear Arabic book are neither clear nor Arabic. Philologist Gerd-R. 
Puin explains: “The Koran claims for itself that it is ‘mubeen, or ‘clear. 
But if you look at it, you will notice that every fifth sentence or so 
simply doesn’t make sense. Many Muslims—and Orientalists—will 
tell you otherwise, of course, but the fact is that a fifth of the Koranic 
text is just incomprehensible. This is what has caused the traditional 
anxiety regarding translation. If the Koran is not comprehensible— 
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if it can’t even be understood in Arabic—then it’s not translatable. 
People fear that. And since the Koran claims repeatedly to be clear 
but obviously is not—as even speakers of Arabic will tell you—there 
is a contradiction. Something else must be going on.””° 

Islamic apologists have been sanguine about the incomprehen- 
sible sections of the Qur’an: Allah knows what they mean, and their 
very presence indicates that the book was written by someone whose 
understanding is beyond that of ordinary mortals. The Qur'an itself 
acknowledges that portions of the book cannot be understood and 
warns Muslims not to waste their time trying: “It is He who sent down 
upon thee the Book, wherein are verses clear that are the Essence of 
the Book, and others ambiguous. As for those in whose hearts is 
swerving, they follow the ambiguous part, desiring dissension, and 
desiring its interpretation; and none knows its interpretation, save 
only God. And those firmly rooted in knowledge say, “We believe in 
it; all is from our Lord’; yet none remembers, but man possessed of 
minds” (3:7). 

Perhaps such passages were placed in the book to explain the 
anomalies created by the rendering of considerable material that was 
not originally Arabic into Arabic. 

Theodor Noldeke, the great nineteenth-century scholar of Islam, 
explains what makes so much of the Qur’an incomprehensible: 


On the whole, while many parts of the Qur’an undoubtedly have 
considerable rhetorical power, even over an unbelieving reader, 
the book, aesthetically considered, is by no means a first-rate 
performance. ... Let us look at some of the more extended nar- 
ratives. It has already been noticed how vehement and abrupt 
they are where they ought to be characterized by epic repose. 
Indispensable links, both in expression and in the sequence of 
events, are often omitted, so that to understand these histo- 
ries is sometimes far easier for us than for those who learned 
them first, because we know most of them from better sources. 
Along with this, there is a great deal of superfluous verbiage; and 
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nowhere do we find a steady advance in the narration. Contrast, 
in these respects, “the most beautiful tale,” the history of Joseph 
(xii.), and its glaring improprieties, with the story in Genesis, so 
admirably executed in spite of some slight discrepancies. Simi- 
lar faults are found in the non-narrative portions of the Quran. 
The connection of ideas is extremely loose, and even the syntax 
betrays great awkwardness. Anacolutha are of frequent occur- 
rence, and cannot be explained as conscious literary devices. 
Many sentences begin with a “when” or “on the day when,” 
which seem to hover in the air, so that the commentators are 
driven to supply a “think of this” or some ellipsis. Again, there is 
no great literary skill evinced in the frequent and needless harp- 
ing on the same words and phrases; in xviii., for example, “till 
that” (hatta idha) occurs no fewer than eight times. Muham- 
mad, in short, is not in any sense a master of style.” 


Muhammad, or whatever committee that may have finalized the 
Quranic text in his name. 

Whole phrases of this “pure and clear” book are unclear. In 
A. J. Arberry’s elegant and often audaciously literal Qur’an (audacious 
in its reproduction in English of the Arabic original’s grammatical 
infelicities and linguistic oddities), Qur’an 2:29 reads this way: “It is 
He who created for you all that is in the earth, then He lifted Himself 
to heaven and levelled them seven heavens; and He has knowledge of 
everything.” The contemporary Islamic scholar Ibn Warraq points 
out that “the plural pronoun ‘them’ in this verse has resisted all 
explanation.”” Many translators smooth over the difficulty by reduc- 
ing the “them” to an “it”; Pickthall, for example, renders this verse as 
“He it is Who created for you all that is in the earth. Then turned He 
to the heaven, and fashioned it as seven heavens. And He is knower 
of all things.” But in the Arabic, the first “heaven” is singular and yet 
the pronoun is unaccountably plural. To what, then, does the “them” 
refer? Any answer would be pure conjecture. 
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a recognizable word from any other language. Even this brief Qur’an 
passage is bewildering, as Sijjin is first identified as the place where the 
“Book of the libertines’—apparently the record of the evil deeds of 
the damned—is stored (it is “in Sijjin”) and then, almost immediately 
afterward, as that record itself (Sijjin is “a book inscribed”). Perhaps 
Sijjin is a larger written record of which the “Book of the libertines” is 
only a part—but that is just the sort of intellectual contortions that the 
Quran forces the attentive reader into. 

A similar word is syill in Qur’an 21:104: “On the day when We 
shall roll up heaven as a siill.” Arberry translates sijill as a “scroll 
... rolled for the writings.” Pickthall translates the word as “a writ- 
ten scroll,” and that is the accepted understanding today—perhaps 
owing to its similarity to Sijin, which the Quran identifies as “a 
book inscribed.” But sijill could also be a proper name, or something 
else altogether.” Arthur Jeffery, author of the important book The 
Foreign Vocabulary of the Qur'an, notes that the meaning of sijill was 
“unknown to the early interpreters of the Qur’an.” He adds, “Some 
took it to be the name of an Angel, or of the Prophets amanuensis.””* 
The fourteenth-century Islamic scholar Ibn Kathir reflects the confu- 
sion in his commentary on the passage: 


What is meant by Sijill is book. As-Suddi said concerning this 
Ayah: “As-Sijill is an angel who is entrusted with the records; 
when a person dies, his Book (of deeds) is taken up to As-Syill, 
and he rolls it up and puts it away until the Day of Resurrec- 
tion.” But the correct view as narrated from Ibn Abbas is that as- 
Sijill refers to the record (of deeds). This was also reported from 
him by Ali bin Abi Talhah and Al-Awfi. This was also stated 
by Mujahid, Qatadah and others. This was the view favored 
by Ibn Jarir, because this usage is well-known in the (Arabic) 


language.” 


The parenthetical “Arabic” was added by the English translator. 
According to Jeffery, however, sijill is not an Arabic word at all. The 
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Nonce Words 


There is more that makes the Qur’an incomprehensible. A number 
of words in the Qur’an simply don’t make any sense: Not only are 
they not Arabic words, but they also have no meaning in any known 
language. Islamic scholars who have translated the Qur’an into other 
languages for the purposes of proselytizing and to aid non-Arabic- 
speaking Muslims have generally agreed on the meaning of these 
words; often, however, this agreement is simply a matter of conven- 
tion, without any grounding in linguistic analysis. And sometimes 
there is no agreement at all. For example, the historian and Qur’anic 
scholar Muhammad ibn Jarir at-Tabari (839—923) details three dif- 
ferent definitions, supported by twenty-seven witnesses through dif- 
ferent chains of transmission, circulating among Islamic authorities 
for the word kalala in Qur’an 4:12. It is not clear, in a passage that 
is foundational for Islamic law regarding inheritance, whether this 
word refers to the person who has died or to his heirs—a crucial 
distinction.” 
© Some words have no clear referent. In Qur’an 2:62 and 5:69, sal- 
vation is promised to those who believe in the Qur’an, as well as to 
Jews, Christians, and Sabians. Muslim exegetes identify the Sabians 
as the followers of the Israelite King David. The word Sabians means 
“Baptizers.”* The Quran identifies David as a prophet, and Allah 
gives him the book of Psalms (4:163). The Sabians are thus supposed 
to be followers of David and readers of the Psalms for whom bap- 
tism was a central ritual. But the only Sabians of whom something 
is known historically, the Sabians of Harran, did not practice bap- 
tism or notably revere the Psalms. There is no record independent of 
Islamic literature of any group of Sabians that actually did do those 
things. Thus the actual recipient of the Qur’anic promise of salvation 
remains unclear.>_ 
The Qur'an also coins such terms as Sijjin, which appears in 83:7-9: 
“Nay, the Book of the libertines is in Sijjin; and what shall teach thee 
what is Sijin? A book inscribed.” Sijjin is not an Arabic word; nor is it 
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term is derived from Greek sigillon, meaning an “imperial edict.” 
Jeffery notes that the first Arabic use appears to be in this very pas- 
sage of the Qur'an.” 

Equally puzzling is the term Allahu as-samad, which is found in 
Quran 112:2. Mainstream twentieth-century Muslim translators of 
the Qur’an render this term alternately as “God, the Everlasting Ref- 
uge” (Arberry), “Allah, the Eternal, Absolute” (Abdullah Yusuf Ali), 
and “Allah, the eternally Besought of all!” (Pickthall). But no one is 
sure what as-samad really means; it is another Qur’anic nonce word 
that has puzzled scholars through the ages. It is commonly trans- 
lated as “eternal,” but that is a matter of convention more than of any 
actual discernment of its meaning. Tabari offers a variety of mean- 
ings for the word, including “the one who is not hollow, who does not 
eat and drink,” and “the one from whom nothing comes out,” the lat- 
ter being a familiar Qur’anic designation of Allah as the one who does 
not beget and is not begotten.” After examining the available evi- 
dence, the Yale philologist and historian Franz Rosenthal concludes 
that as-samad may be “an ancient Northwest Semitic religious term, 
which may no longer have been properly understood by Muhammad 
himself”**-—or by whoever actually compiled the Quran. 

Another mysterious Qur’anic word is al-kawthar, the title of 
sura 108. The first verse of that sura is “Lo! We have given thee al- 
kawthar”; the word, unknown outside of this phrase, is commonly 
rendered as “abundance,” “bounty,” or “plenty.” But this, too, is a 
matter of convention. The popular Quran commentary known as 
the Tafsir al-Jalalayn explains that “Kawthar is a river in the Garden 
from which the Basin of his Community is watered. Kawthar means 
immense good, in the form of Prophethood, Qur’an, intercession 
and other things.” » Other Muslim scholars, however, are not so sure. 
The Qur’anic scholar al-Qurtubi (d. 1273) offers seventeen different 
interpretations of al-kawthar; al-Qurtubi’s contemporary Ibn an- 
Naqib (d. 1298) offers twenty-six.** The multiplicity of explanations 
testifies to the fact that no one really knew what the word meant at all; 
everyone was simply hazarding his best guess. 
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There is also an abundance of non-Arabic words in this most self- 
consciously Arabic book. Many Islamic exegetes have understood that 
the Qur’an contains no non-Arabic words at all, since the Quran is 
in “Arabic, pure and clear” (16:103), and Allah has explained that he 
would not have “sent this as a Quran in a language other than Ara- 
bic” (41:44). The renowned Islamic jurist ash-Shafii, for instance, 
argues that “the Book of God is in the Arabic language without being 
mixed with any (foreign words).”* 

Yet this position is impossible to sustain. As both Muslim and 
non-Muslim scholars have noted, the Qur’an is full of non-Arabic 
loanwords. 


A Syriac Religious Universe 


Since the Qur’an frequently retells biblical stories and refers to bibli- 
cal prophets, one might expect the Qur’anic names for those prophets 
to be informed by Hebrew usage. But the Jews in the Near East no 
longer spoke Hebrew. Rather, they spoke Aramaic, Greek, and other 
languages. And the names in the Qur’an consistently show signs of 
having been derived from Syriac, the dialect of Aramaic that was the 
primary literary language in Arabia and the surrounding regions 
when Muhammad is supposed to have lived. 

Syriac, also known as Syro-Aramaic, “is the branch of Aramaic in 
the Near East originally spoken in Edessa and the surrounding area 
in Northwest Mesopotamia and predominant as a written language 
from Christianization to the origin of the Koran,” explains the mod- 
ern scholar Christoph Luxenberg. “For more than a millennium Ara- 
maic was the lingua franca in the entire Middle Eastern region before 
being gradually displaced by Arabic beginning in the 7th century.”” 

Alphonse Mingana (1878-1937), the pioneering Assyrian his- 
torian of early Islam, explains that “the proper names of biblical 
personages found in the Qur'an are used in their Syriac form. Such 
names include those of Solomon, Pharaoh, Isaac, Ishmael, Jacob, 
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Noah, Zachariah and Mary.”® In fact, “there is not a single biblical 
name with an exclusively Hebrew pronunciation in the whole of the 
Qur’an,” and “the Jewish influence on the religious vocabulary of the 
Qur'an is indeed negligible.” ” 

Nor is the Syriac influence restricted to names. “Almost all the 
religious terms in the Qur’an,” Mingana notes, “are derived from 
Syriac.” These include words that have come to be closely identi- 
fied with Islam itself, including Allah; ayah (“sign,” in the sense of 
a divine manifestation, or verse of the Quran); kafir (“unbeliever”); 
salat (“prayer”); nafs (“soul”); jannah (“Paradise”); taghut (“infidel- 
ity”); and masih (“Christ”). The Quranic word for Christians is 
nasara; according to Mingana, “there is no other language besides 
Syriac in which the word ‘Christians’ is expressed by the word nasara 
or anything near it.... There is no doubt whatever that in the Persian 
Empire, and to some extent also in the Roman Empire, the Christians 
were called by non-Christians nasraye (the Nasara of the Qur’an), 
and that the Prophet took the word from the Syrians.” ” 

Other Qur’anic words were common in Syriac but rare in Arabic 
before the composition of the Qur’an. These include rahman (“com- 
passionate”), which forms part of the Qur’anic invocation bismilla 
ar-rahman ar-rahim (“In the name of Allah, the compassionate, the 
merciful”). 

Even the word Qur'an itself may come from the Syriac, in which 
language it refers to a liturgical reading from scripture, a lectionary.* 

The Qur'an also features traces of Syriac sentence constructions. 
Mingana notes that Qur’an 2:79, which is generally translated as 
“Then are you the very persons who kill yourselves,” is “very pecu- 
liar” in the Arabic: “The use of demonstrative pronouns without the 
relative pronouns, when followed by a verb the action of which they 
tend to corroborate, is Syriac and not Arabic.” Among many other 
such examples, he cites Qur’an 62:11, usually given as “And if any of 
your wives escape from you to the unbelievers.” But in Arabic, Min- 
gana says, the word interpreted as “wives,” shai, is not “applied to 
a human being”; this usage “betrays the Syriac middaim, which is 
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applied to reasonable beings.” Because of the “insurmountable dif- 
ficulty” this usage poses, Muslim scholars have resorted to “worthless 
compromises.” “4 

The Syriac influence is not restricted simply to word usage and 
sentence construction. The Qur’an in sura 18 (verses 83—101) tells the 
curious story of Dhul-Qarnayn, “the one with two horns,” who trav- 
eled to “the setting-place of the sun,” where “he found it setting in 
a muddy spring” (18:84-86), and then journeyed on “till, when he 
reached the rising-place of the sun, he found it rising on a people 
for whom We had appointed no shelter therefrom” (18:90). Who 
was this mysterious traveler? Islamic tradition has identified him fre- 
quently, albeit not unanimously, as Alexander the Great. The Alexan- 
der legend circulated in many languages, but none had any presence 
in Arabia at the time of Muhammad except the Syriac. As a result, 
after eliminating other possibilities, Mingana declares that “we have 
only the Syrians left from whom the Prophet, or the editor of the 
Quran, could have derived his information.” +$ 

It is not outside the realm of possibility, of course, that these Syr- 
iac words were circulating in seventh-century Arabia. But in view of 
the Qur’an’s self-conscious insistence that it is an Arabic book, they 
provide additional evidence that the Qur’an originated in circum- 
stances quite different from the standard Islamic picture of a lone 
prophet huddled in a cave on Mount Hira, where he encountered the 
angel Gabriel. 


Not Just the Religious Vocabulary 
But the Cultural Vocabulary Also 


And there is more evidence. Arthur Jeffery wrote in 1938 that “not 
only the greater part of the religious vocabulary, but also most of the 
cultural vocabulary of the Quran is of non-Arabic origin.” ” 

That is a staggering claim to make about a book that presents itself 
as having been delivered by an Arabian prophet for Arabic speak- 
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ers. Yet Jeffery notes an anomaly: Despite the fact that the Quran is 
supposed to have originated in Arabia, it breathes very little of the 
air of that time and place: “From the fact that Muhammad was an 
Arab, brought up in the midst of Arabian paganism and practising its 
rites himself until well on into manhood, one would naturally have 
expected to find that Islam had its roots deep down in this old Ara- 
bian paganism. It comes, therefore, as no little surprise, to find how 
little of the religious life of this Arabian paganism is reflected in the 
pages of the Qur’an.”* 

One explanation for this odd absence may be that the Qur’an 
didn’t originate in the milieu of Arabian paganism, or in Arabia at all. 

To examine the “cultural vocabulary” of the Qur’an, consider 
one of the most notable non-Arabic words in the book: jizya. This 
word appears in the Qur’an only once, but it became extremely 
significant in the Muslim world. Qur’an 9:29 says: “Fight those 
who believe not in Allah nor the Last Day, nor hold that forbid- 
den which hath been forbidden by Allah and His Messenger, nor 
acknowledge the religion of Truth, (even if they are) of the People 
of the Book, until they pay the Jizya with willing submission, and 
feel themselves subdued.” * 

The jizya was a poll tax the Islamic state levied on the dhimmis, or 
the People of the Book (primarily Jews and Christians), as a symbol 
of their submission and subservience. In Islamic law this payment 
was (and is) the cornerstone of the humiliating and discriminatory 
regulations meant to deprive those who rejected Muhammad’s pro- 
phetic claim. “The subject peoples,” according to a classic manual of 
Islamic law, must “pay the non-Muslim poll tax (jizya)”—but that 
is by no means all. They “are distinguished from Muslims in dress, 
wearing a wide cloth belt (zunnar); are not greeted with ‘as-Salamu 
‘alaykum’ [the traditional Muslim greeting, “Peace be with you”]; 
must keep to the side of the street; may not build higher than or as 
high as the Muslims’ buildings, though if they acquire a tall house, it 
is not razed; are forbidden to openly display wine or pork. . . recite 
the Torah or Evangel aloud, or make public display of their funerals 
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or feastdays; and are forbidden to build new churches.” If they vio- 
lated these terms, they could lawfully be killed or sold into slavery. 
But there are problems with the Qur’anic passage from which 
such Islamic laws supposedly derive. The People of the Book, in the 
translation of Qur’an 9:29 by Abdullah Yusuf Ali, must be made to 
pay “the Jizya with willing submission, and feel themselves subdued” 
(al-jizyata ‘an yadin wa-humma saghirun). Although saghirun clearly 
means “subdued,” or “humbled” or “lowly,” the words al-jizya and 
‘an yadin do not appear anywhere else in the Qur’an, and their mean- 
ing is not entirely clear. Of jizya, Jeffery notes a Syriac word from 
which the Arabic one may be derived. He says that the word “looks 
very much like an interpolation in the Qur’an reflecting later usage. 
In later Islam, jizya was the technical term for the poll-tax imposed 
on the Dhimmis, i.e., members of protected communities.”” ‘An 
yadin, meanwhile, can be understood in different ways. Ali renders 
it as “with willing submission,” but it could also mean “out of hand,” 
in the sense not only of submission but also of direct, in-person pay- 
ment. The thirteenth-century Quranic commentator al-Baydawi 
explains: “Out of hand, indicating the condition of those who pay the 
tribute. Out of a hand that gives willingly, in this way indicating that 
they submit obediently; or out of their hand, meaning that they pay 
the tribute with their own hands, instead of sending it through oth- 
ers; no one is allowed to use a proxy in this case.” There are many 
other possible understandings of this text. The great scholar Franz 
Rosenthal observes that ‘an yadin has “completely defied interpreta- 
tion. All post-Qur’anic occurrences of it are based upon the Qur’an.”*® 
What’s more, although the Islamic law regarding the dhimmis 
was elaborated from supposed commands of the Muslim prophet, 
the regulations centered on the jizya were not codified in so specific 
a form until several centuries after Muhammad’s time.* So the term 
jizya could have been elaborated in later Iskam—when the great cor- 
pus of Islamic law was being formulated and codified—but read back 
into a much earlier setting and incorporated into the Qur’an. And 
the strong evidence of Syriac linguistic influence suggests that when 


160 DID MUHAMMAD EXIST? 


it was elaborated, it could have been done in a Syriac environment, 
farther north than the Arabian setting the Quran so self-consciously 
insists on. 


A Text Converted to Arabic 


It may be, then, that the Qur’an’s foreign derivation is one of the pri- 
mary reasons the book takes pains to establish itself as an Arabic 
text. One reason for the Qur’an’s Arabic protestations, other than the 
charges that Muhammad was listening to a nonnative speaker of Ara- 
bic, may be that the Qur’an was not originally written in Arabic at all 
but was eventually rendered in Arabic as the new religion was being 
developed. Because the empire that it was designed to buttress was an 
Arabic one, it was essential that the new holy book be in Arabic. The 
political imperative was to provide the new and growing empire with 
a religious culture distinct from that of the Byzantines and Persians— 
one that would provide for the loyalty, cohesiveness, and unity of the 
newly conquered domains. 

To provide the new religion with its own holy book, its developers 
turned to existing sources. 


What the Qur’an May Have Been 


hat, then, was the Quran in its original form? 

One clue comes from Qur’an 25:1: “Blessed is He 
Who has revealed unto His slave the Criterion (of right 
and wrong), that he may be a warner to the peoples.”! The word that 
Muhammad Marmaduke Pickthall here translates as “the Criterion (of 
right and wrong)” is al-furgan, which is also the name of the sura as 
a whole. Islamic tradition generally identifies the Criterion, al-furqan, 
as the Qur’an, and Muhammad as the “warner to the peoples.” The 
mainstream Qur’an commentary known as the Tafsir al-Jalalayn says 
that the Qur’an is “called thus [al-furgan] because it has discriminated 
(faraqa) between truth and falsehood.”? If the furgan is that which 
discriminates between truth and falsehood, then it is the criterion by 
which one distinguishes one from the other.’ 

In Syriac, furqan means “redemption” or “salvation.” And warner, 
nadhir, is a word that is constructed from three consonants—n, dh, 
and r—that in Hebrew, Aramaic, and Syriac all have the principal 
meaning of “to vow.” The particular form nadhir is a verbal adjective 
meaning “vowed,” “votive gift,” or “sacrifice.” 

Accordingly, a more precise, albeit less traditionally Islamic, 
translation of Qur’an 25:1 would be “Blessed is He who sent down the 
redemption on His servant that he might be a sacrifice for the peoples.” 
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This is a Christian statement: It is Jesus Christ who was sent down 
(John 1:1, 1:14) to be a sacrifice (Ephesians 5:1; Hebrews 10:10—14) for 
the redemption (Ephesians 1:7) of all people (I John 2:2).* 

Of course, it may appear preposterous on its face that the Qur'an, 
which contains so much polemical material attacking orthodox 
Christianity, would make a Christian statement. But as we have 
seen, the early historical records contain elements that seem equally 
odd when compared with the canonical account of Islam’s origins. 
These records, including official Arab inscriptions and coins bearing 
crosses, show that the Arab conquerors, though generally hostile to 
the concepts of the divinity and redemption of Christ, had a much 
freer attitude toward Christian symbols than mature Islam would 
later display. The Arab attitude toward Christianity and Judaism in 
this era appears to have been far more fluid and in many ways more 
welcoming than it would ultimately become in Islam. 

Moreover, on close examination, the Qur'an itself betrays evi- 
dence of having been adapted from a Christian text. 


Ambiguous Text 


To move toward a fuller answer to the question of what the Quran 
may have been originally, one must know a bit about how the Arabic 
alphabet works. Like Hebrew, Arabic does not have letters for short 
vowels (it does for long ones). Nor does it have letters for certain con- 
sonants. Many Arabic letters are identical to one another in appear- 
ance except for their diacritical marks—that is, the dots that appear 
above or below the character. In fact, twenty-two of the twenty-eight 
letters in the Arabic alphabet in some or all forms depend on diacriti- 
cal marks to distinguish them from at least one other letter. 

The Arabic letter ra (J), for example, is identical to the letter zay 
(2), except that the zay carries a dot above it. The letter sin (u) looks 
exactly the same as shin (U4), except that the latter features three dots 
above the character. One symbol could be three different letters: ba 
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(=) with a dot under it, ta (œ) with two dots above it, and tha (5) with 
three dots above it; nun (J) is also quite similar in form. Obviously, 
these similarities can make for enormous differences in meaning. 

As such, diacritical marks are essential to being able to make sense 
of the Qur’an or any other Arabic text. Unfortunately, the earliest 
manuscripts of the Qur’an do not contain most diacritical marks. A 
scholar of hadiths named Abu Nasr Yahya ibn Abi Kathir al-Yamami 
(d. 749) recalled: “The Qur’an was kept free [of diacritical marks] in 
mushaf [the original copies]. The first thing people have introduced 
in it is the dotting at the letter ba (=) and the letter ta (©), maintain- 
ing that there is no sin in this, for this illuminates the Qur’an.”> Abu 
Nasr did not say when these marks began to be introduced, but the 
fragments of Qur’anic manuscripts that many scholars date to the 
first century of the Arabian conquests have only rudimentary diacrit- 
ical marks. Some manuscripts distinguish one set of identical letters 
from another—ta (©) from ba (=), or fa (=) from gaf(3)—but they 


What’s in a Mark? 


Arabic letters that can be confused with one another if the dia- 
critical marks are not present: 


bas ta thaS nung 
jime hag khat 
dal) dhal 


ta) Gara 
sin» shin 0 


sad oa dad U= 

tah zab 

ayng ghayn€ 

fa afc 

nun > (medial form) ya -+ (medial form) 
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leave the other sets of identical letters indistinguishable. Nor are all 
the earliest manuscripts consistent in the sets of identical letters they 
choose to distinguish from one another.’ 

An Islamic scholar writing late in the tenth century recounted 
a story in which the confusion of two sets of letters—zay (2) for ra 
(2), and ta (©) for ba ()—came into play. A young man named 
Hamza began reciting the Qur’an’s second sura, which begins, “This 
is the Book with no doubt in it” (2:2). “No doubt in it” in Arabic is 
la raiba fihi, but this unfortunate young man read out la zaita fihi, or 
“no oil in it,” so that the book, instead of being beyond question, was 
oil-free. (Hamza was thereafter known as az-Zayyat, or “the dealer 
in oil.”) 

Hamza may simply have slipped up or been making a joke. But 
because the earliest extant manuscripts of the Qur’an contain none 
of the marks that would have enabled him to distinguish a ra from 
a zay and a ba from a ta, it is entirely possible that he was doing the 
best he could with a highly ambiguous text. 

The implications of this confusion are enormous. Hamza’s 
error could have been committed even by those Islamic scholars 
who added in the diacritical marks that now form the canonical 
text of the Quran. It is entirely possible that what is taken for one 
word in that canonical text may originally have been another word 
altogether. 

Diacritical marks may have been purposefully omitted. The 
Quran begins, after all, by proclaiming itself to be “a guidance unto 
those who ward off evil” (2:2); it may be that that guidance was a 
secret given only to the initiated. If the Qur’an’s instructions were to 
be denied anyone outside a select circle, it would explain why there 
is virtually no mention of the Qur’an, much less quotation of it, in 
the coinage and inscriptions of the Arabian conquerors. Even as the 
conquerors grew entrenched, some saw the introduction of diacritical 
marks and vowel points as an unlawful bida, “innovation.” Hence the 
caliph al-Mamun (813-833) forbade either one to be introduced into 
the Qur’anic text, confusion be damned.’ 
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Nonetheless, the diacritical marks were ultimately introduced 
without causing any major conflict. Thereafter the text was largely 
frozen in meaning. That canonical text, however, is the one in which, 
as the philologist Gerd-R. Puin notes, “every fifth sentence or so 
simply doesn’t make sense.” Consequently, some scholars speculate 
that perhaps the diacritical marks themselves caused the incoherence 
of the Qur'an. If these marks were added incorrectly or with some 
polemical or dogmatic objective in mind, it may be that by stripping 
them out and applying different ones, we can discover the true mean- 
ing of difficult and borderline nonsensical Qur’anic passages. 

It is by no means an arbitrary practice to strip out diacritical 
marks and reevaluate the Qur’anic text: The Qur’an contains numer- 
ous indications of a non-Arabic derivation, or at the very least consid- 
erable non-Arabic influence. As we have seen, even the word Quran 
itself may be a Syriac word for a lectionary.’ Furthermore, Muham- 
mad’s first biographer, Ibn Ishaq, uses language that otherwise, 
according to scholar Alfred Guillaume, appears only in a “Palestinian 
Syriac Lectionary of the Gospels which will conclusively prove that 
the Arabic writer had a Syriac text before him.”° 

Some Qur’anic passages that are puzzling or contain odd locu- 
tions become clear once the canonical diacritical marks are stripped 
out and the text reread in light of the Syriac language. The Qur’anic 
account of Abraham’s near-sacrifice of his son contains this verse, in 
Abdullah Yusuf Ali’s rendering: “So when they had both submitted 
their wills (to Allah), and he had laid him prostrate on his forehead 
(for sacrifice) ...” (37:103). Pickthall renders the same verse as: “Then, 
when they had both surrendered (to Allah), and he had flung him 
down upon his face...” The passage translated as “laid him prostrate 
on his forehead” or “flung him down upon his face” is wa-tallahu li'l 
jabin. But this is the only time the word jabin appears in the Qur'an. 
Although Muslim scholars interpret the word to mean “forehead” or 
“face,” the philologist Christoph Luxenberg reads jabin as a corrup- 
tion of the Syriac habbin, firewood. The j in jabin (@) and the h in 
habbin (z) differ by only one dot. Luxenberg reads wa-tallahu not as 
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“laid him” or “flung him” but, in light of the Syriac tla, “bind.” Thus 
he renders the verse in a way that is much more consonant with the 
biblical account: “He bound him to the firewood.” ” 


A Christian Lectionary 


Numerous scholars have noted traces of a Christian text underly- 
ing the Qur’an. In line with the meaning of the Syriac word Quran, 
that Christian text may have been a lectionary. The Qur’anic scholar 
Erwin Graf declares that the Qur’an, “according to the etymological 
meaning of the word, is originally and really a liturgical text designed 
for cultic recitation and also actually used in the private and public 
service. This suggests that the liturgy or liturgical poetry, and indeed 
the Christian liturgy, which comprises the Judaic liturgy, decisively 
stimulated and influenced Mohammed.” 

Similarly, the German philologist Günter Lüling posits that “the 
text of the Koran as transmitted by Muslim Orthodoxy contains, hid- 
den behind it as a ground layer and considerably scattered throughout 
it (together about one-third of the whole Koran text), an originally 
pre-Islamic Christian text.” Earlier Quranic scholars such as Alois 
Sprenger and Tor Andrae have also identified a Christian substratum 
to the Quran.” 

Luxenberg states that if Qur'an “really means lectionary, then one 
can assume that the Koran intended itself first of all to be understood 
as nothing more than a liturgical book with selected texts from the 
Scriptures (the Old and New Testament) and not at all as a substitute 
for the Scriptures themselves, i.e. as an independent Scripture.” “ 

But what, then, of passages in which the Qur’an seems to refer 
to itself as exactly that, an independent scripture? Consider, for 
example, Qur'an 12:1-2, which Abdullah Yusuf Ali renders this way: 
“These are the symbols (or Verses) of the perspicuous Book. We have 
sent it down as an Arabic Qur'an, in order that ye may learn wisdom.” 
Referring to Syriac to elucidate the Arabic, Luxenberg translates the 
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passage in this way: “This is the written copy of the elucidated Scrip- 
ture: We have sent it down as an Arabic lectionary so that you may 
understand it.”'5 | 

Luxenberg explains the implications: “It is thus not surprising 
that Jesus (Isa) is cited 25 times in the Koran and that he is there 
referred to as the Messiah (al-Masih) eleven times. Thus it is only 
logical to see other Syro-Christian passages being a part of this foun- 
dation which constitutes the origin of the Koran.” 

Luxenberg is among the scholars who have pioneered the criti- 
cal examination of the rasm—that is, the basic form of the Qur’anic 
text without diacritical marks. Because diacritical marks are not 
found in the earliest Qur’an manuscripts, these scholars posit that 
the Qur’an originally had a meaning quite different from that of the 
now-standard Arabic text. Luxenberg notes that many of the Qur’an’s 
linguistic peculiarities vanish when one strips out the Arabic diacriti- 
cal marks, which were added later, and reads the book as a Syriac 
document. He even contends that Syriac was the original language 
of the Arab conquerors; although other scholars dispute this claim, 
it is plausible given that Syriac was the chief literary language of the 
Middle East from the fourth to the eighth centuries. 

By referring to the Syriac and examining the rasm, Luxenberg 
solves the difficulties of a passage that has perplexed readers of the 
Qur’an for centuries. Just as Mary gives birth to Jesus in the Qur’anic 
account, there is this: “Then (one) cried unto her from below her, 
saying: Grieve not! Thy Lord hath placed a rivulet beneath thee” 
(19:24). It is unclear from the text who is speaking (the newborn 
Jesus or someone else?) and what the nature of this rivulet is. Luxen- 
berg, however, finds that this passage has nothing to do with rivulets. 
Rather, it refers to Mary’s delivering a Virgin Birth. In Luxenberg’s 
philological reconstruction, the infant Jesus (who speaks elsewhere 
in the Qur’an) tells Mary: “Do not be sad, your Lord has made your 
delivery legitimate.” ” 
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Raisins, Not Virgins 


Luxenberg’s investigations won international attention for his reinter- 
pretation of Qur’anic passages referring to the virgins of Paradise 
(44:51-57, 52:17-24, 56:27-40). These passages are among the most 
famous in the entire Qur’an, promising “perfect . . . spotless virgins, 
chastely amorous” (56:35-37) to the inhabitants of Paradise. Most 
notably, after the 9/11 terrorist attacks many news stories focused on 
the Quranic promise of virgins in Paradise as the reward for Islamic 
martyrs. 

The Arabic word hur, which is usually translated as “virgins,” is 
central to the canonical understanding of these passages (it appears 
in 44:54 and 52:20). But hur does not actually mean “virgins,” as even 
Arabic philologists acknowledge. Rather, it is the plural form of an 
Arabic feminine adjective that means simply “white.” Quran com- 
mentators and Arabic scholars often explain that it actually means 
“white-eyed,” an expression that Qur’an translators have taken as 
an expression of the beauty of these virgins, translating it as “large- 
eyed,” “wide-eyed,” “with lustrous eyes,” and similar expressions. 
Luxenberg argues that this interpretation not only contradicts Arabic 
usage but doesn’t even make sense as a sign of beauty: 


- When one describes the beauty of eyes, it is said as a rule, and 
not just in Arabic, “beautiful black, beautiful brown and beauti- 
ful blue eyes,” but never “beautiful white eyes,” unless of course 
one is blind. For instance, in the Koran it is also said of Jacob 
that from all his crying over his son Joseph his eyes have become 
“white” (Sura 12:84), i.e. they have been blinded. The further 
explanation given by the Arabic commentators that the white 
particularly emphasizes the beauty of (big) black eyes is only an 
invented makeshift explanation." 


According to Islamic tradition, hur is the equivalent of houri, 
which does mean virgin, but Luxenberg argues that this is a clear mis- 
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reading of the text. For starters, the idea of the virgins contradicts 
the Qur’an’s promise that the blessed will enter Paradise with their 
wives (43:70), unless the earthly wives are supposed to watch in rage 
and sorrow as their husbands cavort with the heavenly virgins.’? And 
a closer philological analysis indicates that the Qur’an does not offer 
such a contradictory promise. After examining the rasm, the other 
contexts in which hur appears in the Qur’an, and the contemporary 
usage of the word houris, Luxenberg concludes that the famous pas- 
sages refer not to virgins but instead to white raisins, or grapes. 

Yes, fruit. Strange as that may seem, given all the attention paid to 
the Qur’an’s supposed promises of virgins in Paradise, white raisins 
were a prized delicacy in that region. As such, Luxenberg suggests, 
they actually make a more fitting symbol of the reward of Paradise 
than the promise of sexual favors from virgins. Luxenberg shows that 
the Arabic word for “Paradise” can be traced to the Syriac word for 
“garden,” which stands to reason, given the common identification of 
the garden of Adam and Eve with Paradise. Luxenberg further dem- 
onstrates that metaphorical references to bunches of grapes are con- 
sonant with Christian homiletics expatiating on the refreshments that 
greeted the blessed in Heaven. He specifically cites the fourth-century 
hymns “on Paradise” of St. Ephraem the Syrian (306-373), which refer 
to “the grapevines of Paradise.” The fact that the Syriac word Ephraem 
used for “grapevine” was feminine, Luxenberg explains, “led the Ara- 
bic exegetes of the Koran to this fateful assumption” that the Qur’anic 
text referred to sexual playthings in Paradise.” 

Similarly misleading is the standard translation of the famous 
Quranic passages regarding the boys of Paradise (“Immortal youths 
shall go about them; when thou seest them, thou supposest them scat- 
tered pearls” [76:19]; “and there go round them youths, their own, as 
if they were hidden pearls” [52:24]; “immortal youths going round 
about them” [56:17]). Luxenberg shows that these passages refer 
not to boys but, again, to grapes—the refreshment of the blessed. 
For example, he renders Qur’an 76:19 as: “Iced fruits pass around 
among them; to see them, you would think they were loose pearls.”” 
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This imagery, too, harks back to the hymns of Ephraem the Syrian, 
in which the symbols of Paradise include not white grapes and iced 
fruits but also wine. Luxenberg concludes: “Through the philologi- 
cally based misinterpretation, until now, of both the hurts or virgins 
of Paradise and the youths of Paradise, one can gauge the extent to 
which the Koranic exegesis has become estranged vis-a-vis the origi- 
nal Christian symbolism of the wine of Paradise.”” 

Luxenberg also looks at the Qur’anic verses (44:54 and 52:20) in 
which, according to the typical understanding, Allah promises that 
virgins will be given in marriage to the blessed. He suggests that 
the word understood to mean “marriage,” zawwagnahum, could be 
a misreading of rawwahnahum, which refers to giving rest to the 
departed in heaven, for without diacritical marks, the differing let- 
ters, such as the rand the z, are interchangeable. Here again, then, the 
verses would have nothing to do with virgins. Instead, they would be 
prayers for God to grant eternal rest to the souls of the deceased. Such 
prayers are part of Christian memorial observances. Other evidence 
supports Luxenberg’s position. For instance, ancient North African 
inscriptions use r-ww-H, the root of rawwahnahum, in exactly this 
Christian liturgical context of praying for God to give eternal rest to 
the souls of the departed.” 

All this evidence reinforces the possibility that Arabic exegetes of 
the Qur’an were working with what was originally a Christian text. 


The Last Supper 


The Qur’an’s Christian substratum can be seen in what Islamic tra- 
dition regards as chronologically the Qur’an’s very first segment. In 
what now stands as sura 96, the angel Gabriel appears before Muham- 
mad in the cave on Mount Hira and exhorts him to “Recite!”: 


1. Recite: In the name of thy Lord who created, 
2. Created Man of a blood-clot. 
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Recite: And thy Lord is the Most Generous, 
who taught by the Pen, 
taught man that he knew not. 


for he thinks himself self-sufficient. 

Surely unto thy Lord is the Returning. 

What thinkest thou? He who forbids 
10. a servant when he prays— 


3 
4 
5 
6. No indeed; surely Man waxes insolent, 
7 
8 
9 


11. What thinkest thou? If he were upon guidance 

12. or bade to godfearing— 

13. What thinkest thou? If he cries lies, and turns away— 

14. Did he not know that God sees? 

15. No indeed; surely, if he gives not over, We shall seize him 
by the forelock, 

16. A lying, sinful forelock. 

17. So let him call on his concourse! 

18. We shall call on the guards of Hell. 

19. No indeed; do thou not obey him, and bow thyself, and 
draw nigh. 


This text is, in the words of the contemporary Islamic scholar Ibn 
Rawandi, “for the most part, incoherent nonsense” that “makes a mock- 
ery of the Koran’s description of itself as ‘clear Arabic language. ”™ For 
example, the word kalla, “no indeed,’ occurs three times in sura 96: in 
verses 6, 15, and 19. According to Ibn Rawandi, “its first appearance at 
XCVI.6 is senseless, since it cannot be a negation of the preceding sec- 
tion no matter how those verses are interpreted.” The Qur’an transla- 
tor Rudi Paret draws out that senselessness in his rendering of verses 
4—6: “[He] who has taught the use of the writing cane has taught unto 
man what he didn’t know. Not at all! Man is really rebellious . . .”* 

The sura shows signs of editing, appearing to be in two parts. 
Verses 1—8 fit in with the traditional Muslim setting, in which Gabriel 
approached Muhammad on Mount Hira. But then the subject abruptly 
and unaccountably changes in verses 9-19, denouncing some unnamed 
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person who prevents a “servant” (or “slave,” as many other translations 
have it) from praying. 

Günter Lüling explains this sudden shift by suggesting that the 
text of sura 96 was originally a strophic Christian hymn that had 
been reworked to fit it into an Islamic setting. In Lüling’s reconstruc- 
tion, based on an original reading of the Arabic text, “Recite in the 
name of your Lord” becomes “Invoke the Name of your Lord.” Lül- 
ing translates the Arabic verb iqra as “invoke” rather than “recite,” 
pointing out that the Arab philologist Abu Ubaida (d. 818), author of 
Strange Matters of Hadith (Gharib al-Hadith), explained that the verb 
qara’a—“to recite,” with igra as its imperative form—meant the same 
thing as the verb dakara: “invoke, laud, praise.” ” Ibn Rawandi sup- 
ports Lüling’s argument, noting that “understanding ‘iqra’ as ‘invoke; 
rather than ‘read’ or ‘recite, becomes plausible when it is realized that 
in the ancient world reading was invariably reading aloud, so that the 
distinction between reading and invoking would not have been what 
it is today.” Thus to “recite” would mean essentially the same thing as 
“invoke”: to proclaim aloud. 

The entire phrase “Invoke the Name of your Lord” recalls the 
common Hebrew phrase qara’ be shem Yahwe, “Invoke the name of 
the Lord” (cf. Genesis 4:25—26). It also recalls Psalm 130, known in 
Latin as De profundis, “out of the depths I call to you,” in which “to 
call to God,” geraatiikha in Hebrew, is rendered in Latin as Clamavi 
ad te Domine, which obviously means “to pray to God.” 

In Lüling’s reconstruction, the digressive “He who forbids a ser- 
vant when he prays” becomes a confession of God’s faithfulness: 
“Have you ever seen that He denies a servant when he prays?” The 
warning questions, “What thinkest thou? If he cries lies, and turns 
away—Did he not know that God sees?” become “Have you ever seen 
that He betrayed and turned away? Have you not learned that God 
sees?” The odd “So let him call on his concourse! We shall call on 
the guards of Hell” Lüling renders as an exhortation to call on the 
members of the heavenly court: “So call for His High Council! You 
will then call up the High Angelship!”” 
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Liiling’s reconstruction of sura 96 as a Christian hymn exhorting 
the pious to call on God’s name and assuring them of his faithfulness 
makes more sense than the cryptic, abrupt, and decontextualized 
canonical text of sura 96. 

Examining the Syriac substratum, Luxenberg goes even further. 
He agrees with Liiling that iqra is more accurately rendered “invoke” 
rather than “recite.” But he contends that the sura does not simply 
fit into a Christian liturgical context but actually calls its followers 
to participate in that Christian liturgical service. Luxenberg writes 
that “the lexicological and syntactical analysis of this sura, examined 
under its Syriac connection, has revealed—contrary to the confu- 
sion which has reigned in its Arabic reading up to now—a clear and 
coherent composition in which the faithful is entreated to pray and 
participate in the liturgical service that the Koran designates as the 
Eucharist, corresponding to igtarib, taken from the Syriac liturgical 
term etgarrab, which signifies ‘take part in a liturgical service’ as well 
as ‘to receive the Eucharist. ” > 

Specifically, he renders the segment of the sura’s last verse not 
as “bow thyself, and draw nigh,” but as a call to participate in the 
Eucharistic celebration: “Return to your religious practices and take 
part in the offering (= Eucharist).”” Luxenberg explains that the word 
igtarib, normally translated as “draw nigh,” is “in fact Arabic only in 
form and corresponds in reality to the liturgical Syriac term el qarra/ 
ethgarrab, meaning ‘to take part in the offering (Eucharistic)’ as well 
as ‘to receive the Eucharist.’”” 

In Quran 5:114-115, Jesus prays: ““O God, our Lord, send down 
upon us a Table out of heaven, that shall be for us a festival, the first 
and last of us, and a sign from Thee. And provide for us; Thou art 
the best of providers.’ God said: ‘Verily I do send it down on you; 
whoso of you hereafter disbelieves, verily I shall chastise him with 
a chastisement wherewith I chastise no other being.’” This has long 
been seen as a vestige of the Christian doctrine of the Eucharist, but 
Luxenberg sees it as much more than a mere vestige. Jesus’ prayer in 
Quran 5:114 asks Allah that this table from heaven be “a feast (“id) 
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for us and a sign (ayah) from thee.” Notes Luxenberg: “The Arabic 
word ‘id, borrowed from the Syriac, has been, in conformity with its 
Arabic meaning, correctly translated by ‘celebration’ [or ‘feast, in the 
liturgical sense].” 

Luxenberg is not alone. In fact, in the words of the scholar of 
Islam and Jesuit priest Samir Khalil Samir, “according to unanimous 
scholarly opinion [the Arabic word ‘id] is a borrowing from the Syr- 
iac ‘ida, which signifies ‘Feast’ or ‘liturgical festival. ”” Noting that 
this verse is the only place in the Qur’an where the word ‘id appears, 
Samir concludes: “This ma’ida [table] is thus defined by two terms: 
“id and aya, a ‘Feast’ or ‘liturgical festival’ and a ‘sign.’ Is this not the 
most appropriate definition of the Eucharist of Christians, which is 
a festive celebration and a sacramental sign? Even more, it seems evi- 
dent that in this passage we are dealing with a rather faithful descrip- 
tion of Christian faith, otherwise not shared by Muslims.” * 

Luxenberg adds even more: 


The table being laid out, one could have thought, in fact, that 
the passage was talking about “having a celebration.” However, 
the same writing or script transcribed in Syriac and pronounced 
‘yadda has the meaning “liturgy.” Thus one must understand this 
verse as follows: “Lord our God, send us down from the sky a Last 
Supper which would be a liturgy for the first and last of us.” In his 
reply, God says .. . ‘Iam going to send it down to you. Whoever is 
then impious among you will receive from me a torment the like 
of which I will not inflict on anyone else in the world: ”” 


“For the first and last of us” in 5:114 is li-awwalina wa-akhirina, 
another phrase found nowhere else in the Qur’an; literally it means 
“all, nobody excluded.” Samir relates this to the Christian liturgical 
phrase regarding the Body and Blood of Christ, “which is offered for 
you and for many for the remission of sins.”** Thus this brief and 
mysterious Qur'an passage likely contains yet another hint of Chris- 
tian Eucharistic theology. 
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Accordingly, Luxenberg concludes: “Islam was not impressed 
by this divine injunction with its threats of the most severe punish- 
ments, not having grasped its significance. If the Muslim exegetes had 
understood these passages as the Koran intended them, there would 
have been a liturgy of the Last Supper in Islam.” 


A Christian Confession of Faith 


One Quranic passage that shows obvious signs of editing is sura 
74, reproduced here in its entirety in order to demonstrate an obvi- 
ous anomaly in the verse structure and rhythm (even in English 
translation): 


O thou shrouded in thy mantle, 
2. arise, and warn! 
3. Thy Lord magnify, 
4, thy robes purify, 
5. and defilement flee! 
6. Give not, thinking to gain greater 
7. and be patient unto thy Lord. 
8. For when the Trump is sounded 
9. that day will be a harsh day, 
10. for the unbelievers not easy. 
11. Leave Me with him whom I created alone, 
12. and appointed for him ample wealth 
13. and sons standing before him, 
14. and made all things smooth for him; 
15. then he is eager that I should do more. 
16. Nay! He is forward unto Our signs; 
17. and I shall constrain him to a hard ascent. 
18. Lo! He reflected, and determined— 
19. death seize him, how he determined! 
20. Again, death seize him, how he determined! 
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21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 


32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39, 
40. 
41. 
42. 
43. 
44. 
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Then he beheld, 

then he frowned, and scowled, 

then he retreated, and waxed proud. 

He said, “This is naught but a trumped-up sorcery; 

this is nothing but mortal speech.” 

I shall surely roast him in Sakar; 

and what will teach thee what is Sakar? 

It spares not, neither leaves alone 

scorching the flesh; 

over it are nineteen. 

We have appointed only angels to be masters of the Fire, 
and their number We have appointed only as a trial for the 
unbelievers; that those who were given the Book may have 
certainty, and that those who believe may increase in belief, 
and that those who were given the Book and those who 
believe may not be in doubt; and that those in whose hearts 
there is sickness, and the unbelievers, may say, “What did 
God intend by this as a similitude?” So God leads astray 
whomsoever He will, and He guides whomsoever He will; 
and none knows the hosts of thy Lord but He. And it is 
naught but a Reminder to mortals. 

Nay! By the moon 

and the night when it retreats 

and the dawn when it is white, 

surely it is one of the greatest things 

as a warner to mortals, 

to whoever of you desires to go forward or lag behind. 
Every soul shall be pledged for what it has earned, 

save the Companions of the Right; 

in Gardens they will question 

concerning the sinners, 

“What thrusted you into Sakar?” 

They shall say, “We were not of those who prayed, 

and we fed not the needy, 
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45. and we plunged along with the plungers, 

46. and we cried lies to the Day of Doom, 

47. till the Certain came to us.” 

48. Then the intercession of the intercessors shall not profit 
them. 

49, What ails them, that they turn away from the Reminder, 

50. as if they were startled asses 

51. fleeing before a lion? 

52. Nay, every man of them desires to be given scrolls unrolled. 

53. No indeed; but they do not fear the Hereafter. 

54. No indeed; surely it is a Reminder; 

55. So whoever wills shall remember it. 

56. And they will not remember, except that God wills; He is 
worthy to be feared, worthy to forgive. 


Even in English, the lengthy, discursive verse 31 does not appear 
to be an original part of this passage. It looks immediately as if it has 
been added to the sura from another source—possibly some other 
sura of the Qur'an itself. It breaks the flow of the clipped, spare verses 
of the rest. The verse sounds more like the prosaic ruminations of 
what Islamic tradition considers to be the Qur’an’s chronologically 
later passages than the vivid poetic visions of those traditionally held 
to be the chronologically early suras. 

Liiling observes that Quran 74:1-30 “is composed in a very 
homogeneous form, in that every verse has the same rhythmic style 
and approximate length of, on average, three to four words (indicat- 
ing its having originally been a strophic text).” Even Muslim scholars 
acknowledge that the sura was edited, he points out: “Islamic Koran 
scholarship has . . . classified this over-length-verse 74.31 as a late 
insertion into an earlier text.” According to those scholars, the edit- 
ing took place during Muhammad's life, originating “in the Medinan 
period of the Prophet’s activities as against his earlier Meccan 
period.”** But the very fact that Islamic scholars admit that changes 
were made to the perfect book is significant. 
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The last line of the “homogeneous” section, verse 30, could be 
a fragment of what was originally a longer (and clearer) statement. 
Neither this verse nor any other states explicitly what there are “nine- 
teen” of, or what these nineteen are exactly “over.” Apparently they 
are above “Sakar,” which is often translated as “the burning.” Accord- 
ingly, the Quran commentator Ibn Kathir explains that the nineteen 
are “the first of the guardians of Hell. They are magnificent in (their 
appearance) and harsh in their character.” While this interpretation 
is plausible, the cryptic nature of the verse has led many Islamic theo- 
logians and apologists to speculate about the mystical significance of 
the number nineteen. 

To shed some light on this puzzling sura, Liiling looks closely at 
verses 11-17. In the traditional rendering, this passage is full of ques- 
tionable material. Like Qur’an 96:9-19, it denounces an anonymous 
miscreant. Of whom is Allah, the sole creator and judge of all things, 
demanding that he be left alone to deal with? Again by examining 
the rasm and noting grammatical and other anomalies in the Arabic, 
Liiling smoothes out the difficulties and presents a reconstruction 
that makes more sense than the standard Qur’anic text. This recon- 
struction reveals the text as a Christological confession: 


11. He has created me and the one He has created as a unique 
being. 

12. And He has made him a property obedient to His will. 

13. And He has testified to him by witnesses. 

14. And He paved for him the way. 

15. Then he desired that he might be increased. 

16. Not at all that he was rebellious against His commandments. 

17. So finally He has made him step through death up to the 
heights.*° 


Among other emendations, Ltiling reads dharni, the contextu- 
ally bizarre imperative in 74:11 to “leave me alone” or “dismiss me,” 
as dharaani, “He has created me.” And so, he argues, this passage 
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begins to become clear as a Christian confession of faith—but not 
one reflecting the theology of the Byzantine Empire or the Church 
of Constantinople. Rather, it is a rejection of Trinitarian Christology. 

For centuries the Byzantine Empire had been convulsed by con- 
troversy over the nature of Christ. Once the emperor Constantine 
converted to Christianity and issued the Edict of Milan decriminaliz- 
ing Christianity in 313, the rapidly growing new faith became impor- 
tant for the unity of the empire. Constantine sought to safeguard that 
unity by calling the first ecumenical council—that is, a meeting of 
all the bishops in the empire—to settle the question of the nature of 
Christ. This council met at Nicaea in 325. 

At Nicaea the theology of Arius, a priest of the Church of Alex- 
andria, was anathematized, and Arius himself was defrocked and 
excommunicated. Arius taught that Christ was not coeternal with 
God, as the victorious party taught, but was a created being, albeit an 
exalted one. After the council, Arians still wielded considerable influ- 
ence within the empire; they came close on more than one occasion to 
becoming the dominant form of Christianity and reversing the deci- 
sion of Nicaea. Their power waned, however, and eventually the politi- 
cal and social restrictions that the empire imposed on them became so 
onerous that they left its domains for points east: Syria and Arabia.” 

The Arians were by no means the first or only Christian group to 
view Christ as created. The Jewish Christian Ebionites viewed Jesus 
as the Messiah but not in any sense divine. Their influence spread to 
Syria and the surrounding areas in the centuries immediately before 
the advent of Islam.*? The Pseudo-Clementine Homilies, three Chris- 
tian writings falsely attributed to St. Clement of Rome that actually 
appear to be fourth-century Jewish Christian texts, declare that “our 
Lord neither asserted that there were gods except the Creator of all, nor 
did He proclaim Himself to be God, but He with reason pronounced 
blessed him who called Him the Son of that God who has arranged the 
universe.” They reject the idea that “he who comes from God is God.”® 

Thus it is entirely possible that the Christian substratum of the 
Qur’an reflects a Christology that views Christ as a created being. 
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In Liiling’s reconstruction of this passage, God created Jesus Christ 
as a unique being, “a property obedient to His will.” Jesus is not, in 
other words, the coeternal Son of God who existed for all eternity 
and became man. Liiling presents sura 74 as the product of a Chris- 
tian group that rejected the high Christology of the great Church of 
Constantinople and maintained that Jesus was nothing more than a 
servant of God and His messenger. In his reconstruction, the entire 
sura 74 becomes a Christian hymn recounting Christ’s descent into 
hell and affirming him as a created being. 

As for the obviously interpolated verse 31, Liiling explains it as 
a later Islamic commentary on a pre-Islamic Christian text that was 
reworked and Islamized in verses 1-30.‘ Whereas Quran commen- 
tators assert that verse 31 was added during the Medinan period of 
Muhammad’s career, Liiling argues that “this traditional [Meccan/ 
Medinan] division must be given up in favour of the contrast ‘pre- 
Islamic Christian strophic texts’ and ‘Islamic texts.’”*® 

According to Liiling, 74:31 is an Islamic commentary on the cryp- 
tic 74:30, “over it are nineteen.” The added verse is designed to affirm 
that the “nineteen” are the angels who are the guardians of hell, but 
there follows the odd warning that Allah has made this number “as 
a trial for the unbelievers; that those who were given the Book may 
have certainty, and that those who believe may increase in belief, and 
that those who were given the Book and those who believe may not 
be in doubt.” Liiling takes this strange warning as an indication that 
the Qur’an’s explanation of “over it are nineteen” in 74:30 was con- 
troversial at the time it was written. He concludes that 74:31 is “not 
merely a sober commentary on that immediately preceding verse, but 
it is the emphatic reminder, most urgently put forward, to endorse 
the belief that these enigmatic words of verse 74.30 ‘on it are nineteen’ 
should actually mean ‘on it (the hellfire) are 19 (angels) appointed (as 
custodians).’ This urgent reminder is combined with threats against 
those who were unwilling to believe in this interpretation, obviously 
because they rejected this ‘simile’ (matal as the text of verse 31 calls it 
itself) as inappropriate or even as wrong.” * 
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And they rejected it as wrong, and had to be threatened with 
becoming one of those whom Allah led astray, because “most prob- 
ably they still knew the original meaning of this pre-Islamic Chris- 
tian hymn in general, and therefore also the original meaning of 
verse 74.30 in particular, within its pre-Islamic Christian context. 
The Islamic interpretation, on which the inserted commentary verse 
74.31 insists with intimidating warnings, represents indeed no bibli- 
cal or other religious topos or well-known simile, so that from our 
point of view, based on the pre-Islamic hymnody so far uncovered 
in the Koran, this Islamic interpretation of 74.30 is nothing but the 
reinterpretation of an original Christian strophic text—which at that 
time of early Islam a lot of people still knew and tried to defend.” 


Hanifs—Pagans or Monotheists? 


The Qur’an’s Christology, both in the canonical Islamic text and in 
the pre-Islamic Christian substratum that many scholars see in the 
book, is defiantly anti-Trinitarian. The Qur’an rejects the idea that 
Jesus is the Son of God and above all denounces those who take Christ 
to be part of the Godhead: “Say, ‘He is God, One, God the Everlast- 
ing Refuge, who has not begotten, and has not been begotten, and 
equal to Him is not any one” (112:1—4). The phrase “equal to Him 
is not any one” may be a denial of the orthodox Christology holding 
the Son of God to be equal to the Father, and the assertion that God 
neither begets nor was begotten is clearly a response to the orthodox 
Christian designation of Christ as the “only begotten Son of God.” 
Liiling sees traces of the Christian controversies over the nature 
of Christ in the Qur’an’s denunciations of those who associate 
partners with Allah. To Liiling, the Muslim charge that the pagan 
Quraysh of Mecca were mushrikun, those who associated others with 
Allah in worship, indicates that the Quraysh had actually converted 
to Trinitarian Christianity. As the Islamic faith began to develop as 
a distinct religion, it decisively rejected this faith in Christ. Once 
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Islam’s hard-line monotheism became more firmly established, the 
Qur’an needed to be reinterpreted to fit the new religion’s developing 
theology.“ 

The Qur’an also speaks of hanifs, those who held to pre-Islamic 
monotheism. Qur’an 3:67 speaks of them gently, referring to the faith 
adhered to by the patriarch Abraham and the prophets. As Islamic 
tradition explains it, this verse makes clear that Abraham and his fol- 
lowers were not idol worshippers. But the term hanif is cognate with 
hanpe, or “pagan”—this is the word used for “pagan” in the Syriac 
rendering of the Bible, the Peshitta. The medieval Christian apolo- 
gist al-Kindi (not to be confused with the Muslim Arab philosopher 
of the same name) writes that “Abraham used to worship the idol, 
i.e., the one named al-Uzza in Harran, as a hanif, as you agree, O you 
hanif. ... He abandoned al-hanifiyya, which is the worship of idols, 
and became a monotheist. . .. Therefore we find al-hanifiyya in God’s 
revealed scriptures as a name for the worship of idols.”* Al-Kind1’s 
reliability has been questioned, but the point here is not his assertions 
but his usage of the word hanif to refer to an idol worshipper rather 
than to a pre-Islamic monotheist. 

It is odd that the Qur’an, according to Islamic tradition, uses 
the word hanif to refer to a pre-Islamic monotheist, whereas for the 
Peshitta and al-Kindi the term suggests a pagan. The discrepancy may 
suggest an intermediate step between pagan idolatry and the develop- 
ment of a full-blown Islam featuring Muhammad and his Qur’an: In 
this interim stage, some of the idolatrous hanifs may have embraced 
a vague monotheism that identified itself with, or considered itself 
akin to, Judaism and Christianity. Such hanifs would have endorsed 
a creedal statement such as Liiling’s version of Quran 74:11-17, with 
its strong emphasis on Jesus Christ as a created being and messenger 
of God, not as God become man. As we have seen, the first decades 
of the Arab conquest show the conquerors holding not to Islam as we 
know it but to a vague creed with ties to some form of Christianity 
and Judaism. Perhaps this was the very embodiment of al-hanifiyya: 
arising out of Arab paganism, embracing monotheism, and then 
being overwhelmed by the development of the specific faith of Islam. 
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Christmas in the Qur’an 


There is a great deal more in the Qur’an that suggests the presence 
of an originally Christian substratum. Luxenberg explains: “It is not 
just on the level of simple isolated words but also at the level of syntax 
that the Arab commentators have misunderstood the Koranic text, 
to the extent of misinterpreting entire suras. Thus the Arab exegetes 
saw in the title of Sura 108 (al-Kawthar), among other things, the 
name of a river in Paradise reserved exclusively for the Prophet or 
Muslims, and in the subsequent text the reprobation of an opponent 
of the Prophet who must have despised the latter for having been 
deprived of children. However the Syriac reading of this sura calls to 
mind the First Epistle of St Peter, Chapter 5 verses 8-9, according to 
which—and in accordance with the introduction to the compline of 
the Roman service—the faithful are exhorted to persevere in their 
prayers by which their adversary, Satan, is routed.” 

Many of the Quran’s more obscure passages begin to make sense 
when read in light of its having a foundation in Christian theol- 
ogy. For example, there is an enigmatic sura on the Night of Power, 
al-Qadr (“Power”): “Behold, We sent it down on the Night of Power; 
and what shall teach thee what is the Night of Power? The Night of 
Power is better than a thousand months; in it the angels and the Spirit 
descend, by the leave of their Lord, upon every command. Peace it is, 
till the rising of dawn” (97:1-5). Muslims associate the Night of Power 
with the first appearance of Gabriel to Muhammad and the first reve- 
lation of the Qur’an; they commemorate this night during the fast- 
ing month of Ramadan. But the Qur’an makes no explicit connection 
between the Night of Power and the revelation of the Qur’an. The 
book doesn’t explain what the Night of Power is, except to say it is the 
night on which the angels (not just one angel) and the Spirit descend 
and proclaim Peace. 

In light of the Qur’an’s Syriac Christian roots, there is another 
plausible interpretation—that sura 97 refers to Christmas. 

The Quranic scholar Richard Bell saw in the night, angels, Spirit, 
and peace of the sura a hint of the Nativity even without a detailed 
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philological examination: “The origin of the idea of the Night of Power 
is unexplained. The only other passage in the Quran which has any 
bearing on it is XLIV, 2a,3. In some ways what is here said of it suggests 
that some account of the Eve of the Nativity may have given rise to it.” 

Luxenberg points out that because the Night of Power is asso- 
ciated with the revelation of the Quran, Muslims undertake vigils 
during Ramadan. “However,” he notes, “with regard to the history 
of religions this fact is all the more remarkable since Islam does not 
have a nocturnal liturgy (apart from the tarawih, prayers offered 
during the nights of Ramadan). There is thus every reason to think 
that these vigils corresponded originally to a Christian liturgical 
practice connected to the birth of Jesus Christ, and which was later 
adopted by Islam, but re-interpreted by Islamic theology to mean the 
descent of the Koran.” 

A close textual analysis supports this argument. Al-gadr, the 
Arabic word for “power,” also means “fate” or “destiny.” Luxenberg 
observes that the Syriac qaaf-daal-raa—the q-d-r root of the Arabic 
word al-qadr—has three meanings, designating “i) the birth (mean- 
ing the moment of birth); ii) the star under which one is born and 
which determines the fate of the newly born; iii) The Nativity, or 
Christmas.” He continues: “Thus defined, the term al-qadr, ‘destiny, 
is related to the star of birth, which the Koranic al qadr applies, in the 
context of this sura, to the Star of Christmas. As a result, a connec- 
tion is found to be established with Matthew II.2, ‘Saying, Where is 
he that is born King of the Jews? For we have seen his star in the East 
and are come to worship him? ”” Then the verse “the Night of Power 
is better than a thousand months” (97:4) would be rendered “Christ- 
mas night is better than a thousand vigils.” * 

The Quran concludes the Night of Power passage with “Peace 
it is, till the rising of dawn” (97:5). Luxenberg notes that this verse 
“sends us back to the hymn of the Angels cited by Luke II.14: ‘Glory to 
God in the highest and on earth peace, good will toward men.’ This 
chant of the Angels has always constituted the principal theme of the 
Syriac vigils of the Nativity which lasts into Christmas night, with all 
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sorts of hymns, more than all the other vigils.” Indeed, in the Syriac 
Orthodox Church, the Divine Liturgy of the Nativity was tradition- 
ally celebrated at dawn, after a nightlong vigil—“Peace it is, till the 
rising of dawn.” 

In addition, the thirteenth-century Arabic lexicon Lisan al-Arab 
(The Language of the Arabs) quotes the ninth-century Arab philolo- 
gist al-Asmai referring to a winter night that “lasts so long that all the 
stars appear during it. It is also the night of the birth of Jesus—on 
our Prophet and on him blessing and well-being—and the Christians 
honour it and hold vigils during it.” 

In time, however, this connection was forgotten, such that, says 
Luxenberg, “the Muslims of today are no longer aware that the night 
that they celebrate and honour with so much fervour is in reality the 
night of Christmas.”” 


Who Is Responsible? 


Clearly the text of the Qur’an has been worked over. Even Islamic 
scholars acknowledge that diacritical marks were added to the Arabic, 
and that other additions were made after the revelation of the Quran. 
And as we have seen, a host of other evidence indicates that much of 
the text was reworked from Christian source material. 

But who would have taken this Christian text and adulterated it, 
and why? If a new religious text or even a new religion had to be 
constructed, why not start from scratch rather than rework existing 
material? The answers to these questions are elusive, although a num- 
ber of clues enable us to piece together a coherent narrative. In order 
to do that, we must first examine the history of the Qur'an after it was 
supposedly collected and distributed by the caliph Uthman. 


Who Collected the Qur’an? 


After Zayd, Still No Qur’an 


HH ccording to the canonical account of the Qur’an’s origins, 

© \ Muhammad’s first successor as leader of the Islamic commu- 
nity, Abu Bakr, commanded the prophet’s secretary Zayd ibn 
Thabit to collect the Qur’an. But once Zayd had finished his task, his 
Qur'an was not, as one might have expected, distributed among the 
Muslims. One hadith holds that there weren’t even any copies made 
of it. The original was kept in the home of Abu Bakr and then in the 
home of his successor, Umar, and then in that of Umar’s daughter 
Hafsa, one of Muhammad’s wives.! 

Years later, in the early 650s, the story goes, a Muslim named Hud- 
haifa bin al-Yaman approached the caliph Uthman (644—656) about 
the Qur’an. This was, of course, long after the Battle of Yamama in 
632, which Islamic tradition identifies as the first impetus for col- 
lecting and standardizing the Qur’anic text. Hudhaifa was concerned 
about variations in the Qur'an among the Muslims in Syria and Iraq, 
so he appealed to the caliph to save the situation: “O chief of the 
Believers! Save this nation before they differ about the Book (Quran) 
as Jews and the Christians did before.” 

Uthman responded, according to Islamic tradition, by asking 
Hafsa to “send us the manuscripts of the Qur’an so that we may 
compile the Qur’anic materials in perfect copies and return the 
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manuscripts to you.” Hafsa sent what she had—presumably Zayd 
ibn Thabit’s Qur'an, but apparently more than just that. Uthman 
then turned to Zayd, along with three other Muslims, Abdullah 
ibn Az-Zubair, Said ibn al-As, and Abdur Rahman bin Harith bin 
Hisham, to make copies. He told Abdullah, Said, and Abdur Rah- 
man: “In case you disagree with Zaid bin Thabit on any point in 
the Qur’an, then write it in the dialect of Quraish, the Qur’an was 
revealed in their tongue.” This order demonstrates that there were 
disagreements among the various manuscripts that Uthman now 
wanted standardized. 

It also reveals another curiosity: The Quraysh were the Arabs of 
Mecca; Muhammad was of the Quraysh. It is very strange, then, that 
Uthman would have needed to issue an explicit order to harmonize 
the diverging Qur’anic traditions in accord with the Qurashi dialect. 
If Muhammad were really the source of it all, presumably it would 
have been in the Qurashi dialect. Of course, some of the material may 
have been altered in transmission—or it may have not been written 
in the Quraysh’s dialect of Arabic in the first place. Maybe, given the 
Qur’an’s numerous non-Arabic features, it even originated elsewhere, 
outside of Arabia altogether. 

In any case, while standardizing the Qur’an, Zayd ibn Thabit was 
saved once more by Khuzaima. When Zayd was collecting the Qur’an 
for Abu Bakr, Khuzaima pointed out two verses that the scribe had 
overlooked. Now Khuzaima recalled still another portion that other- 
wise would have been omitted. A hadith has Zayd recall: “When we 
collected the fragmentary manuscripts of the Qur’an into copies, I 
missed one of the Verses of Surat Al-Ahzab [sura 33] which I used to 
hear Allah’s Messenger reciting. Finally, I did not find it with any- 
body except Khuzaima Al-Ansari, whose witness was considered by 
Allah’s Messenger equal to the witness of two men. (And that verse 
was): Among the Believers are men who have been true in their cov- 
enant with Allah .. ? (33.23).”? That separate reports exist depicting 
Khuzaima saving a portion of the Qur’an that would otherwise have 
been lost—a different portion in each case—is yet another indication 
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that these reports are themselves the product of legendary elabora- 
tion, not scrupulous historical reportage. 

Once his commission’s work was done, around the year 653, 
Uthman is supposed to have sent back Hafsa’s manuscripts and dis- 
tributed the final version to all the Islamic provinces. He ordered any 
other Qur’anic material already in the provinces to be burned. The 
canonical Islamic accounts say that Hafsa’s manuscripts were spared, 
but the governor of Medina, Marwan ibn al-Hakam, who was later 
to become caliph, is supposed to have burned them, too, after Hafsa 
died in 665.3 


The Qur’an and the Battle of Siffin 


If Uthman really distributed copies of a standardized Qur'an through- 
out the Islamic provinces, the contents of the book would have 
become generally known among Muslims. Sure enough, Islamic tra- 
dition has it that the Qur’an was widely copied and universally known 
only four years after Uthman completed his task, when the Battle of 
Siffin is supposed to have occurred. The battle, in a village on the 
banks of the Euphrates River in Syria, pitted two rival claimants for 
the caliphate against each other: Ali ibn Abi Talib and Muawiya ibn 
Abi Sufyan. 

According to Islamic accounts of the battle, the hostilities began 
when Muawiya brought a Syrian force to contest Ali’s having been 
chosen to succeed Uthman, who had just been murdered. Address- 
ing the Syrians, Ali invoked the Qur’an: “I have given you time so 
that you might revert to the truth and turn to it in repentance. I 
have argued against you with the Book of God and have called you 
to it, but you have not turned away from oppression or responded to 
truth.”* On the eve of battle, he told his own men: “Tomorrow you 
will meet the enemy, so lengthen the night standing in prayer, make 
abundant recitation of the Qur’an, and ask God for help and stead- 
fastness.”> One of his commanders exhorted his men in a similar 
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way: “Fight the crude tyrants and do not fear them. How can you 
fear them when you have in your hands the Book of God in purity 
and reverence?”® 

The battle was hotly contested and protracted. Finally, when it 
looked as if victory was in sight for Ali, one of Muawiya’s command- 
ers, Amr ibn al-As, offered his chief a plan: “What if I put something 
to you,” he said to Muawiya, “that can only increase our unity and 
their division?” When Muawiya agreed, Amr suggested: “We will 
raise the masahif and say, ‘their contents are to be authoritative in our 
dispute. ”” Al-mushaf, with its plural al-masahif, has been taken in 
Islamic tradition to refer to a codex of the Qur’an. Muawiya agreed, 
so his men raised up copies of the Qur’an on their lances and called 
out to Ali’s men: “This is the Book of God between us and you.” Ali’s 
pious Muslims responded: “We respond to the Book of God, and we 
turn in repentance to it.” . 

Amr’s plan was a canny one, for Ali had charged that Muawiya’s 
forces were “men without religion and without gur‘an.”* He told his 
men that Muawiya was trying to trick them, but they were impressed 
by the enemy’s maneuver: “If we are called to the Book of God, we are 
bound to respond.” Ali did his best to parry this, but finally two of 
his men approached him with a warning: “Ali, respond to the Book of 
God when you are called to it. Otherwise we shall indeed deliver you 
up entirely to the enemy or do what we did with Ibn ‘Affan’—that 
is, Uthman, who had recently been murdered. “It is our duty,” they 
continued, “to act in accordance with what is in the Book of God. We 
have accepted it and, by God, if you do not do what we tell you, we 
will do what we say.”° 

Ultimately, Ali had to relent. He called to his men and told them, 
“We have agreed to make the Qur’an an authority (hukm) between 
us and them.” © One of his commanders, Al-Ash’ath, reported to him 
that “the men all seem satisfied and pleased to respond to the enemy’s 
summons regarding the authority of the Quran.” ” 

In subsequent truce talks, the two sides reportedly drew up a 
document in which they mutually agreed to “refer to the Book of 
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God, from its opening to its close,” and “effect what it lays down and 
eliminate what it does away with.” ” 

Thus the entire episode centered on the Qur’an, according to 
Islamic accounts. But such accounts date from at least two centuries 
after the event. One of the most detailed and compelling narratives 
of the battle comes from the Muslim historian Tabari. But Tabari 
died in 923, 266 years after the Battle of Siffin. His proximity to the 
events he was writing about would be comparable to that of a writer 
today publishing one of the first accounts of the War of the Austrian 
Succession—except Tabari was working in a primarily oral culture, 
without benefit of any significant written records. 

The early records offer nothing to indicate that Ali and Muawiya 
settled their differences by recourse to the Book of Allah. In fact, as 
we have seen, the records left behind by the Arab conquerors—the 
coins they issued, their official inscriptions on public buildings— 
include no mention of the Qur’an. Thus it is extremely unlikely that 
Muawlya’s partisans raised up copies of the Qur’an on their lances, or 
that they had copies of the Qur’an at all. In a culture in which every 
copy of a book had to be painstakingly written out by hand, it is dif- 
ficult to imagine that these warriors would have had that many copies 
of the Qur’an on hand so soon after Uthman standardized the text. 
It is equally difficult to believe that everyone involved—the partisans 
of Ali and of Muawiya and others as well—would be so familiar with 
the Qur’an’s contents at this early date, in a culture where literacy 
could not be taken for granted. And even if they somehow managed 
to secure all these copies of the Qur’an, would they really have risked 
losing or damaging the “Book of God” in the heat of battle? 

Tabari’s account of the Battle of Siffin makes for a good story. But 
it does not hold up as reliable history. 

The canonical version of the early Islamic conquests holds that 
the conquerors stormed out of Arabia with the Qur’an in their hands 
and Muhammad as their inspiration. At the same time, Islamic tra- 
dition situates the collection of the Qur’an during the reign of the 
caliph Uthman—some two decades after the Arab conquests began. 
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That means that even according to the canonical account, most, if not 
all, of the early conquerors could have had only part of the Quran 
with them, if they had any of it at all. It is undeniable that throughout 
the Middle Ages, at the apex of the great Islamic Empires, Arab and 
Muslim armies had the words of the Qur’an on their lips as they con- 
quered huge expanses of territory. But in what are generally under- 
stood as the earliest days of Islam, when they conquered Syria in 637, 
Armenia and Egypt in 639, North Africa beginning in the early 650s, 
and probably Cyprus in 654, there was no Quran for them to bran- 
dish. Nor is it even certain that they had one for many years after that. 
Recall that the Qur’an makes no appearance in the surviving docu- 
ments and artifacts of the Muslims until around six decades after the 
Arab conquests began. 

And when the Qur’an finally emerged, it may have been consider- 
ably different from the Qur’an that Muslims revere today. 


Textual Variants and Uncertainty in the Qur’an 


The standard Qur’anic text that circulates today is supposed to be 
based on the version Uthman distributed, but there is no direct evi- 
dence of that. Only fragments of Qur’an manuscripts date back to 
the seventh century. And these fragments mostly do not contain dia- 
critical marks, so it is impossible to confirm that they were written 
as the Quran in the first place, rather than as some other document 
that was adapted as part of the Qur'an.” There is also no telling what 
textual alterations might have been made before the time of the earli- 
est surviving manuscripts. Historian John Gilchrist notes that the 
“Samarqand and Topkapi codices are obviously two of the oldest 
sizeable manuscripts of the Qur’an surviving, but their origin cannot 
be taken back earlier than the second century of Islam. It must be 
concluded that no such manuscripts of an earlier date have survived. 
The oldest manuscripts of the Qur’an still in existence date from not 
earlier than about one hundred years after Muhammad’s death.” 5 No 
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complete extant copy of the Qur’an dates from the first century of the 
Arabian conquests.’ 

Beyond the fact that the text Uthman supposedly collected does 
not survive, there is also no mention of the Qur’an as such in the 
available literature until early in the eighth century. What’s more, 
although Uthman supposedly burned other versions of the Qur’an, 
some variant readings in the Qur’anic text have survived to the pres- 
ent day. To be sure, none of the extant variants is large, but even the 
smallest is enough to debunk the Islamic apologetic argument that 
Fethullah Giilen articulated, that the Qur’anic text is reliable because 
it remains “unaltered, unedited, not tampered with in any way, since 
the time of its revelation.” 

The variants begin with the Qur’an’s very first sura, the Fatiha, 
or “Opening.” This sura is the most common prayer in Islam; a pious 
Muslim who prays five times a day will repeat it seventeen times 
daily. As a prayer and a liturgical text, it may have been added to 
the Qur’an later. According to hadiths, Abdullah ibn Masud, one of 
Muhammad’s companions, did not have this sura in his version of 
the Qur’an, and other early Islamic authorities expressed reservations 
about its inclusion also.” The sura does not fit in with the rest of the 
Quran, in that it is in the voice of the believer offering prayer and 
praise to Allah, not Allah addressing Muhammad. Islamic orthodoxy 
has it that Allah is the speaker in every part of the Qur’an; so with 
the Fatiha, the believer must accept that the deity is explaining how 
he should be prayed to, without explaining directly that that is what 
he is doing. 

Not only was there early uncertainty about whether the Fatiha 
should be in the Qur’an, but there are also variations in its text. One 
version of the prayer that circulates among the Shiites says to Allah, 
“Thou dost direct to the path of the Upright One,” rather than the 
canonical “Show us the Straight Path” (1:6). The historian Arthur 
Jeffery found in Cairo a manual of Islamic law of the Shafii school 
that contained the same variant, along with other departures from 
the canonical text." 
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Hafs, Warsh, and Other Variants 


The edition of the Qur’an published in Cairo in 1924 has won wide 
acceptance as an accurate reflection of the Uthmanic text. But little 
known even among Muslims is the existence of an entirely separate 
and officially sanctioned manuscript tradition. The Warsh tradition 
of the Qur’anic text predominates in western and northwest Africa; 
the Cairo Qur’an represents the more common Hafs tradition. 

Most of the differences between the Hafs and Warsh traditions are 
ones of orthography, some of which can be significant. There are also 
several instances of small but unmistakable divergences in meaning. 
In Qur’an 2:125, for example, the Hafs text has Allah commanding 
the Muslims: “Take the station of Abraham as a place of prayer.” The 
Warsh tradition, however, has no imperative, saying merely: “They 
have taken the station of Abraham as a place of prayer.” In Quran 
3:13, Allah recalls of the Battle of Badr that there was “one army fight- 
ing in the way of Allah, and another disbelieving, whom they saw as 
twice their number, clearly, with their very eyes.” At least so goes the 
Hafs text. In the Warsh, the pronoun is different, so that the text 
reads “whom you saw” rather than “whom they saw.” In the Hafs 
Qur'an, sura 3:146 asks, “And with how many a prophet have there 
been a number of devoted men who fought?” The Warsh question 
is significantly different: “And with how many a prophet have there 
been a number of devoted men who were killed?”?! 

In recent decades, numerous other Qur’ans have been published 
that differ markedly in orthography from the Cairo text.” In 1998 
the King Fahd Complex for the Printing of the Holy Quran released 
an edition. In this Saudi edition, the Fatiha calls Allah “Master of the 
Day of Judgment” (1:4). The word malik means “master” with a long 
alif (a). With a short alif, however, the word means “king.” “King of 
the Day of Judgment” is exactly how some other texts of the Qur’an 
render this verse, including a text published in Istanbul in 1993.” 

At least one variant in modern Qur’ans involves a flat contradic- 
tion. The Hafs tradition presents Qur’an 3:158 this way: “And if you 
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die, or are slain, lo, it is certainly to Allah that you are gathered.” On 
the other hand, a Qur’an published in Tehran in 1978 asserts: “And 
if you die, or are slain, lo, it is not to Allah that you are gathered.” 

None of these divergences in meaning (even the contradiction) 
is so significant as to affect Islamic doctrine or practice. But the very 
existence of discrepancies, like the many hints of a Christian Syriac 
substratum, suggests that the Qur’an is the product of many hands 
and that its text was at one point considerably more fluid than Islamic 
orthodoxy acknowledges. In an examination of Islam’s origins, this 
fluidity becomes a matter of no small significance. Like so much else 
about the accepted story of how Islam began, the standard Islamic 
account of how the Qur’an came about falters in the face of the facts. 

Once it becomes clear that the Qur’an was not a single unified 
text in every time and place in which it was distributed, the respon- 
sible historian has no choice but to look for alternative explanations 
for the Qur’an’s origins. 


The First Mention of the Qur’an 


If the canonical stories about Zayd ibn Thabit and Uthman were true, 
one would expect to see references to the Qur’an in other records. 
But no such references are to be found in the historical records of the 
mid-seventh century. As we have seen, the coinage of the early caliph- 
ate and the edifices that survive from that period bear no Qur’anic 
inscriptions, quotes, or references of any kind. And although the 
Arab invaders poured through the Middle East and North Africa, the 
peoples they conquered seemed to have no idea that the conquerors, 
whom they called “Hagarians,” “Saracens,” “Muhajirun” or “Ishma- 
elites,” had a holy book at all. Christian and Jewish writers of the 
period never made even the smallest reference to such a book. 

Not until the early part of the eighth century did mentions of the 
Qur’an begin to appear in the polemical literature of non-Muslims 
and Muslims alike. The first reference to the Qur’an by a non-Muslim 
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occurred around the year 710—eighty years after the book was sup- 
posedly completed and sixty years after it was supposedly collected 
and distributed. During a debate with an Arab noble, a Christian 
monk in the Middle East cited the Qur’an by name. The monk wrote, 
“I think that for you, too, not all your laws and commandments are 
in the Qur'an which Muhammad taught you; rather there are some 
which he taught you from the Quran, and some are in surat albagrah 
and in gygy and in twrh.”* 

By this point Arab armies had conquered a huge expanse of terri- 
tory, stretching from North Africa, across the Levant, Syria, and Iraq, 
and into Persia, and yet those eight decades of conquest had produced 
scarcely a mention of the book that supposedly inspired them. And 
when the Qur’an finally was mentioned, it appears that the book was 
not even in the form we now know. Surat albaqrah (or al-Baqara) is 
“the chapter of the Cow,” which is the second, and longest, sura of 
the Qur’an. The eighth-century monk thus quite clearly knew of a 
Qur’an that didn’t contain this sura; he considered surat albaqrah to 
be a stand-alone book, along with gygy (the Injil, or Gospel) and twrh 
(the Torah). It is unlikely that the monk simply made an error: Who 
ever mistakes a chapter of a book for a separate book? If the Qur’an’s 
largest sura was not present in the Muslim holy book by the early 
eighth century, it could not have been added by Muhammad, Zayd 
ibn Thabit, or Uthman. 

There is other evidence that the “chapter of the Cow” existed as 
a separate book and was added to the Qur’an only at a later date. As 
noted, John of Damascus, writing around 730, referred to the “text 
of the Cow” (as well as the “text of the Woman” and the “text of 
the Camel of God”), giving the impression that it existed as a stand- 
alone text. Even Islamic tradition points to the “chapter of the Cow” 
as a separate book. The Islamic chronicler Qatada ibn Diama (d. 735) 
made one of the earliest references to any part of the Quran by a 
Muslim. He recorded that during the Battle of Hunayn in 630, dur- 
ing the lifetime of Muhammad, Muhammad’s uncle al-Abbas rallied 
the troops by crying out, “O companions of the chapter of the Cow 
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[ya ashab surat al-Bagara]!”* Qatada ibn Diama did not have al- 
Abbas saying, “O companion of the Qur’an,” but instead fixed on one 
sura of the Muslim holy book, albeit its longest and arguably most 
important one. This suggests that even by Qatada’s time, the Qur’an 
was not yet fixed in its present form. 


Abd al-Malik and Hajjaj ibn Yusuf: Collectors of the Qur’an? 


In light of all this evidence, the Islamic traditions pointing to the 
caliph Abd al-Malik and his associate Hajjaj ibn Yusuf as collectors 
of the Qur’an take on new significance. Abd al-Malik, who reigned 
from 685 to 705, claimed to have been responsible for the collection 
of the Qur’an when he said: “I fear death in the month of Ramadan— 
in it I was born, in it I was weaned, in it I have collected the Qur’an 
(jama’tul-Qur‘ana), and in it I was elected caliph.””” Remember, too, 
the hadiths that record Hajjaj ibn Yusuf as collecting and editing the 
Qur’an during Abd al-Malik’s caliphate. 

From the historical records available to us, it makes sense that the 
Quran was not collected until Abd al-Malik’s reign. If Uthman had 
indeed collected the standard book and sent copies to all the Mus- 
lim provinces in the 650s, it is inexplicable that the Muslims would 
have made no reference to it for decades thereafter. The first Qur’anic 
references, as we have seen, did not appear until the time of Abd al- 
Malik and his Dome of the Rock inscriptions. And even then, it is 
not certain whether the inscriptions were quoting the Qur'an or the 
Qur’an was quoting the inscriptions. 

Among the hadiths pointing to Hajjaj ibn Yusuf as a collector of 
the Quran, one cites a Muslim recalling: “I heard al-Hajjaj b. Yusuf say, 
in a speech delivered from the pulpit (minbar), “compose the Qur'an 
as Gabriel composed it: the writings that include the mention of the 
cow, and the writings that include mention of women, and the writ- 
ings that include mention of the family of ‘Imran.’”** The Cow is sura 
2 in the standard text of the Quran; Women is sura 4; and the Family 
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of Imran is sura 3. This hadith thus suggests that the Qur'an had not 
yet been collected at the time of Abd al-Malik and Hajjaj. The fact that 
Hajjaj mentioned the suras out of their canonical order adds to that 
impression, for one who knew Hajjaj well recalled: “When I heard al- 
Hajjaj reading, I realized that he had long studied the Qur’an.”” Hajjaj 
is even said to have altered eleven words of the Qur’anic text.” 

Hadiths show Hajjaj throwing himself into the work of collecting 
the Qur’an. One reports him as taking to the task with an incandes- 
cent ferocity; in the hadith, he pronounced that if he heard anyone 
reading from the Qur’an of Abdullah ibn Masud, “I will kill him, and 
I will even rub his mushaf with a side of pork.”*' On occasion he even 
dared to boast about his work. When Muhammad died, the prophet’s 
slave Umm Ayman (who had been his daughter-in-law, as the wife 
of his former adopted son, Zayd) cried disconsolately: “I know well 
that God’s Messenger has left for something better than this lowly 
world. I am crying because the inspiration has stopped.” When Haj- 
jaj heard about what Umm Ayman had said, he responded: “Umm 
Ayman lied: I only work by inspiration.”*? Such a statement is placed 
in the context of Hajjaj’s work on the Qur'an. Of course, the Abbasids, 
who replaced the Umayyads, are known to have fabricated numer- 
ous hadiths portraying their rivals in a bad light. So this hadith may 
have been an invention of Hajjaj’s enemies, along with Hajjaj’s more 
famous, or notorious, statement to Abd al-Malik that Allah’s caliph 
was more important to him than his prophet.” Even if that is the case, 
however, it testifies to Hajjaj’s fame as the editor of the Qur’an—if not 
its actual author. 

Like Uthman, Hajjaj is said to have sent official copies of his 
revised Qur'an to all the Muslim provinces. The jurist Malik ibn Anas 
(d. 795) said that al-Hajjaj “sent the mushaf [the codex of the Qur’an] 
to the capitals. He sent a large one to Medina. He was the first to send 
the mushaf to the cities.” Also like Uthman in the canonical account, 
Hajjaj ordered all variants burned. The original copy that Uthman 
approved did not survive, even according to Islamic tradition. A 
hadith holds that when Hajjaj’s mushaf arrived in Medina, Uthman’s 
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family indignantly asked that it be compared with the Qur’an of their 
illustrious forbear, saying, “Get out the mushaf of Uthman b. Affan, 
so that we may read it.” Someone asked Malik ibn Anas what had 
happened to it; Malik answered, “It has disappeared.” * It was said to 
have been destroyed on the same day Uthman was assassinated.” 

Coming from hadiths, the information about Hajjaj and the col- 
lection of the Qur’an has no more presumption of authenticity than 
the reports in any other hadith. But it is easy to understand why Haj- 
jaj and Abd al-Malik, if they were collecting and editing the Quran, 
would have ascribed their work to Uthman, so as to give it a patina 
of authority and authenticity. It is much harder to understand why 
any Muslim would have invented hadiths saying that Abd al-Malik 
and Hajjaj did this work if Uthman had already done it decades ear- 
lier and the standardized Qur’an had been available throughout the 
Islamic world all that time. 

In any case, hadiths are not the only sources for the claim that 
Abd al-Malik and Hajjaj collected the Qur’an. Another indication 
appears in polemical letters that the iconoclastic Byzantine emperor 
Leo III the Isaurian (717-741) purportedly wrote to the caliph Umar 
II (717-720). No text of these letters survives that goes back earlier 
than the late eighth century, so it cannot be said with certainty that 
Leo III actually wrote them, at least in the form in which they have 
come down to us.** Nonetheless, the letters offer evidence that the 
Qur’an was widely believed to be Hajjaj’s work: 


It was ‘Umar, Abu Turab and Salman the Persian who com- 
posed that (“your P’ourkan” [or Furqan]), even though the 
rumour has got around among you that God sent it down from 
the heavens. ... As for your [Book], you have already given us 
examples of such falsifications and one knows among others of 
a certain Hajjaj, named by you as governor of Persia, who had 
men gather your ancient books, which he replaced by others 
composed by himself according to his taste and which he dis- 
seminated everywhere in your nation, because it was easier by 
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far to undertake such a task among a people speaking a single 
language. From this destruction, nonetheless, there escaped a 
few of the works of Abu Turab, for Hajjaj could not make them 
disappear completely.” 


Abu Turab, “Father of the Soil,” was a title of Ali ibn Abi Talib— 
earned by his many prayers, which involved prostrations that resulted 
in a permanent mark on his forehead. 

The Christian al-Kindi, who wrote between 813 and 833—well 
before the most authoritative Hadith collections came together— 
asserted that Hajjaj “gathered together every single copy” of the 
Qur’an he could find “and caused to be omitted from the text a great 
many passages. Among these, they say, were verses revealed concern- 
ing the House of Umayyah with names of certain persons, and con- 
cerning the House of Abbas also with names.” Then Hajjaj “called 
in and destroyed all the preceding copies, even as Uthman had done 
before him.”*° 

Al-Kindi contended that the text of the Qur’an had been altered, 
noting that “the enmity subsisting between Ali and Abu Bakr, Umar and 
Uthman is well known; now each of these entered in the text whatever 
favored his own claims, and left out what was otherwise. How, then, can 
we distinguish between the genuine and the counterfeit?”*! He contin- 
ued: “And what about the losses caused by Hajjaj? ... How can we make 
an arbiter as to the Book of God a man who never ceased to play into 
the hands of the Umayyads whenever he found opportunity?”” 

How indeed? The answer to al-Kindi’s question is not clear. What 
can be determined is that the dominant Qur’anic text today appears 
to derive from Hajjaj, not Uthman. 


Shaky Foundations 


Even if the Dome of the Rock inscriptions are taken at face value as a 
declaration of the Islamic faith as we know it today, it is exceedingly 
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strange that they are the first clear declaration of Islamic faith. Dat- 
ing from 691, they were written six decades after the Arab conquests 
began. Meanwhile, the textual variants in the Qur’an are striking 
enough simply for existing; after all, if the Qur’an was standardized 
and distributed early on, and the alternate copies burned, variants 
should not have emerged. Similarly, if it was well established that 
Uthman collected the Qur’an, and if a common Qur’an was in wide- 
spread use among the early Arab conquerors, there is no clear reason 
why alternative explanations for the origins of the book would have 
been invented. 

All this and, as we have seen, much more demonstrates that the 
canonical account of the origins of Islam is far shakier than most 
people realize. 


10 


Making Sense of It All 


The Canonical Story 


n broad outline, the accepted story of Islam’s origins is well 
known. It begins with an Arabian merchant of the Quraysh tribe 
of Mecca, known to the world as Muhammad, a name that means 
the “praised one.” He rejected the polytheism of his tribe and was 
given to frequent prayer in the hills and caves outside Mecca. In the 
year 610, when he was forty, he was praying in a cave on Mount Hira, 
about two miles from Mecca, when he was suddenly confronted by 
the angel Gabriel, who commanded him to recite. 

For the next twenty-three years, until his death in 632, Muham- 
mad did just that: He recited the messages he received from Gabriel, 
presenting them to his followers as the pure and unadulterated word 
of the supreme and only God. Many of his followers memorized por- 
tions. The Arabia in which Islam was born was an oral culture that 
respected poetic achievement, and thus the prodigious feats of mem- 
ory required to memorize lengthy suras were not so unusual. After 
Muhammad’s death, the revelations he had received were collected 
together into the Qur’an, or “Recitation,” from the accounts of those 
who had memorized them or written them down. 

Muhammad began his career simply as a preacher of religious 
ideas. But his uncompromising monotheism cut directly against the 
entrenched polytheism of the Quraysh—and against their lucrative 
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business in the Ka‘ba, the shrine that attracted pilgrims from all over 
Arabia. The Quraysh scoffed at the preacher, his words of Allah, and 
his prophetic pretensions. Tensions steadily increased until finally 
Muhammad fled from Mecca after learning of a plot afoot to assas- 
sinate him. In 622 he and the Muslims left Mecca and settled in the 
city of Yathrib. This was the hijra, or flight, which marks the begin- 
ning of the Islamic calendar (years are given as “a.H.,” after the Hijra). 
Because of this momentous migration, Yathrib came to be known as 
the Madinat an-Nabi, or the City of the Prophet—Medina. 

Once the Muslims were in Medina, the revelations Muhammad 
received began to change in character. In addition to warning of the 
impending judgment of Allah, he called the believers to take up arms 
in the defense of the new community and ultimately to fight offensive 
wars against nonbelievers. Muhammad himself led the Muslims into 
battle against the Quraysh and other pagan Arab tribes. This series 
of battles forms the backbone of Islamic salvation history, illustrating 
the core point that obedience to Allah brings success in this world as 
well as the next, and that the converse is also true: Disobedience will 
bring earthly disaster as well as hellfire. 

After Muhammad died, his teachings lived on. Muslim warriors, 
energized by the prophet’s exhortations to jihad and his example in 
unifying Arabia, embarked on a series of conquests unprecedented in 
their breadth and swiftness: Syria and the Holy Land by 637, Armenia 
and Egypt in 639, Cyprus in 654, and North Africa in the 650s and 
660s. By 674 the Muslims were besieging Constantinople, the capital 
of the Byzantine Empire. A century after the death of their warrior 
prophet, they controlled a vast empire stretching across the Middle 
East and North Africa. Even as the Islamic Empire’s political fortunes 
waned, its cultural and religious grip did not loosen: Now fourteen 
hundred years after its birth, Islam has receded from only a handful 
of areas it conquered. 

And it all depends on the words and example of Muhammad, the 
last prophet. 

Muslims around the globe, who number more than a billion, 


are not the only ones who take this account for granted; even non- 
Muslims generally accept the broad contours of this narrative, which 
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has been told and retold for centuries. 


By now, however, it is clear that, aside from the Arab conquests 
themselves, virtually none of the standard account could have hap- 


pened as stated. 


A Revisionist Scenario 


After the investigations of the preceding chapters, here is what we 
know about the traditional account of Muhammad’s life and the early 


days of Islam: 


© 


@ 


No record of Muhammad’s reported death in 632 appears 
until more than a century after that date. 

A Christian account apparently dating from the mid-630s 
speaks of an Arab prophet “armed with a sword” who 
seems to be still alive. 

The early accounts written by the people the Arabs con- 
quered never mention Islam, Muhammad, or the Qur’an. 


DC 


They call the conquerors “Ishmaelites,” “Saracens,” “Muha- 
jirun,” and “Hagarians,” but never “Muslims.” 

The Arab conquerors, in their coins and inscriptions, 
don’t mention Islam or the Qur’an for the first six decades 
of their conquests. Mentions of “Muhammad” are non- 
specific and on at least two occasions are accompanied by 
a cross. The word can be used not only as a proper name 
but also as an honorific. 

The Qur’an, even by the canonical Muslim account, was 
not distributed in its present form until the 650s. Contra- 
dicting that standard account is the fact that neither the 
Arabians nor the Christians and Jews in the region men- 


tion the Qur’an until the early eighth century. 
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During the reign of the caliph Muawiya (661-680), the 
Arabs constructed at least one public building whose 
inscription was headed by a cross. 

We begin hearing about Muhammad, the prophet of 
Islam, and about Islam itself in the 690s, during the reign 
of the caliph Abd al-Malik. Coins and inscriptions reflect- 
ing Islamic beliefs begin to appear at this time also. 
Around the same time, Arabic became the predominant 
written language of the Arabian Empire, supplanting Syr- 
iac and Greek. 

Abd al-Malik claimed, in a passing remark in one hadith, 
to have collected the Qur’an, contradicting Islamic tradi- 
tion that the collection was the work of the caliph Uth- 
man forty years earlier. 

Multiple hadiths report that Hajjaj ibn Yusuf, governor of 
Iraq during the reign of Abd al-Malik, edited the Qur’an 
and distributed his new edition to the various Arab- 
controlled provinces—again, something Uthman is sup- 
posed to have done decades earlier. 

Even some Islamic traditions maintain that certain com- 
mon Islamic practices, such as the recitation of the Qur’an 
during mosque prayers, date from orders of Hajjaj ibn 
Yusuf, not to the earliest period of Islamic history. 

In the middle of the eighth century, the Abbasid dynasty 
supplanted the Umayyad line of Abd al-Malik. The Abba- 
sids charged the Umayyads with impiety on a large scale. In 
the Abbasid period, biographical material about Muham- 
mad began to proliferate. The first complete biography of 
the prophet of Islam finally appeared during this era—at 
least 125 years after the traditional date of his death. 

The biographical material that emerged situates Muham- 
mad in an area of Arabia that never was the center for 
trade and pilgrimage that the canonical Islamic account 
of Islam’s origins depends on it to be. 
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In short, the lack of confirming detail in the historical record, the 
late development of biographical material about the Islamic prophet, 
the atmosphere of political and religious factionalism in which that 
material developed, and much more suggest that the Muhammad of 
Islamic tradition did not exist, or if he did, he was substantially dif- 
ferent from how that tradition portrays him. 

How to make sense of all this? If the Arab forces who conquered 
so much territory beginning in the 630s were not energized by the 
teachings of a new prophet and the divine word he delivered, how did 
the Islamic character of their empire arise at all? If Muhammad did 
not exist, why was it ever considered necessary to invent him? 

Any answer to these questions will of necessity be conjectural— 
but in light of the facts above, so is the canonical account of Islam’s 
origins. 


The Creation of the Hero 


The immutable fact in this entire discussion is the Arab Empire. 
The Arab conquests (whatever may have precipitated them) and the 
empire they produced are a matter of historical record. Some his- 
torians have minimized the martial aspect of the Arab conquests, 
contending that the Byzantines were exhausted after their protracted 
wars with the Persians and simply withdrew from the area, leaving a 
vacuum that the Arabs filled.2 That may be true to a degree,’ but in 
any case, the result was the same: The Arabs built a mighty empire. 
Every empire of the day was anchored in a political theology. The 
Romans conquered many nations and unified them by means of the 
worship of the Greco-Roman gods. This Greco-Roman paganism was 
later supplanted by Christianity. The Christological controversies of 
the early Church threatened to tear the empire asunder, so much so 
that the newly Christian emperors felt compelled to get involved in 
ecclesiastical affairs. They called the first ecumenical councils pri- 
marily to secure unity within the empire, and the Christology of the 
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first four councils became so closely identified with the empire in the 
East that to oppose one was essentially to oppose the other. Many of 
the Christian groups whom the ecumenical councils deemed hereti- 
cal left the empire. 

The realm of political theology, then, offers the most plausible 
explanation for the creation of Islam, Muhammad, and the Quran. 
The Arab Empire controlled and needed to unify huge expanses of 
territory where different religions predominated. Arabia, Syria, and 
other lands the Arabs first conquered were home to many of the 
Christian groups, such as Nestorians and Jacobites, that had fled the 
Byzantine Empire after the ecumenical councils judged their views 
heretical. Persia, meanwhile, was home to Zoroastrians. These mono- 
theists had an imperial theology—that is, a conviction that a com- 
mon religion would unify an empire of diverse nationalities—akin to 
that of the Romans and to some degree even based on it. This influ- 
ence was understandable, given that the Persian emperor Chosroes 
had spent time in Constantinople and was married to two Christian 
women.‘ 

But at first, the Arab Empire did not have a compelling politi- 
cal theology to compete with those it supplanted and to solidify its 
conquests. The earliest Arab rulers appear to have been adherents of 
Hagarism, a monotheistic religion centered around Abraham and 
Ishmael.’ They frowned upon the Christian doctrines of the Trinity 
and the divinity of Christ—hence Muawiya’s letter to the Byzantine 
emperor Constantine, calling on him to “renounce this Jesus and con- 
vert to the great God whom I serve, the God of our father Abraham.” 

This umbrella monotheistic movement saw itself as encompass- 
ing the true forms of the two great previous monotheistic movements, 
Judaism and Christianity. Traces of this perspective appear in the 
Qur'an, such as when Allah scolds the Jews and Christians for fighting 
over Abraham, who was neither a Jew nor a Christian but a Muslim 
hanif—in the Qur’anic usage, a pre-Islamic monotheist (3:64—67). In 
its earliest form, Islam was probably much more positive toward both 
Christianity and Judaism than it later came to be. Evidence of this 
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openness can be found in the crosses on the early Arab coinage and 
caliphs’ inscriptions, and also in the indications from adversarial lit- 
erature that the Arabian prophet was making common cause with the 
Jews. An early Islam that counted Jews and Christians as within the 
fold could help account for the Qur’an passage promising salvation to 
various groups: “Lo! Those who believe, and those who are Jews, and 
Christians, and Sabaeans—whoever believes in Allah and the Last 
Day and does right—surely their reward is with their Lord, and there 
shall no fear come upon them neither shall they grieve” (2:62).° 


From Monotheism to Muhammad 


This Abrahamic monotheism, conceiving of Christ as the servant 
of Allah and his messenger, probably reached its apotheosis in 691 
in Abd al-Malik’s Dome of the Rock inscriptions, which could well 
refer to Jesus. During the same period, the nascent religion began to 
take shape as an entity in its own right—a forthrightly, even defi- 
antly, Arabic one. The specific features that emerged revolved around 
the person of the “praised one,” Muhammad, an Arabian prophet 
who may have lived decades before and whose words and works were 
already shrouded in the mists of history. 

The historical data about this Muhammad was sparse and con- 
tradictory, but there were certain raw materials around which a leg- 
end could be constructed. There was the mysterious Arabian prophet 
to whom the Doctrina Jacobi refers, whose words and deeds somewhat 
resemble those of the prophet of Islam and differ sharply from them 
in important ways. There was the Mhmt to whom Thomas the Chris- 
tian priest refers in the 640s, whose Taiyaye were doing battle with 
the Byzantines. There was the Muhammad of the cross-bearing coins 
struck in the early years of the Arab conquests. Did this “Muham- 
mad” refer to an actual person bearing that name, whose deeds are 
lost, or was it a title for Jesus, or did it refer to someone or something 
else altogether? The answer to that is not known. 
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Whatever the case, the records make clear that toward the end 
of the seventh century and the beginning of the eighth, the Umayy- 
ads began to speak much more specifically about Islam, its prophet, 
and eventually its book. The Dome of the Rock’s insistent assertion 
that the “praised one” was only Allah’s messenger and not divine lent 
itself well to the creation of a whole new figure distinct from Jesus: 
a human prophet who came with the definitive message from the 
supreme God. 

Muhammad, if he did not exist, or if his actual deeds were not 
known, would certainly have been politically useful to the new Arab 
Empire as a legendary hero. The empire was growing quickly, soon 
rivaling the Byzantine and Persian Empires in size and power. It 
needed a common religion—a political theology that would provide 
the foundation for the empire’s unity and would secure allegiance to 
the state. 

This new prophet needed to be an Arab, living deep within Ara- 
bia. If he had come from anywhere else within the new empire’s ter- 
ritory, that place could have made claims to special status and pushed 
to gain political power on that basis. Muhammad, significantly, is said 
to have come from the empire’s central region, not from borderlands. 

He had to bea warrior prophet, for the new empire was aggressively 
expansionistic. To give those conquests a theological justification—as 
Muhammad’s teachings and example do—would place them beyond 
criticism. 

This prophet would also need a sacred scripture to lend him 
authority. Much of the Qur’an shows signs of having been borrowed 
from the Jewish and Christian traditions, suggesting that the found- 
ers of Islam fashioned its scripture from existing material. As Ara- 
bians, the conquerors wanted to establish their empire with Arabic 
elements at its center: an Arabian prophet and an Arabic revelation. 
The new scripture thus needed to be in Arabic in order to serve as 
the foundation for an Arabic Empire. But it did not have an exten- 
sive Arabic literary tradition to draw on. Abd al-Malik and his fellow 
Umayyad caliphs were not even centered in Arabia at that point; their 
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conquest had brought them to Damascus. It is perhaps no coincidence 
that the Qur’an betrays many Syriac influences. This Arabic scripture 
contains numerous non-Arabic elements and outright incoherencies. 


Demonizing the Umayyads 


Although the Qur’an issues furious warnings of judgment and divine 
exhortations to warfare and martyrdom that would have been use- 
ful for an expanding empire, it leaves the figure of Muhammad, the 
“praised one,” sketchy at best. By investing Muhammad with pro- 
phetic status and holding him up as the “excellent example” of con- 
duct for the Muslims (33:21), the Qur’an sparked a hunger to know 
what he actually said and did. Thus a larger body of traditions paint- 
ing the picture of this prophet would have been necessary, not only as 
a matter of pious interest but also to formulate Islamic law. 

The real proliferation of material about Muhammad’s words 
and deeds apparently began in the late Umayyad period but reached 
its apex during the Abbasid caliphate. The Abbasids replaced the 
Umayyads in 750; the great canonical Hadith collections were all 
compiled early in the ninth century. 

Hadiths about Muhammad, as we have seen, were minted by 
the dozen in order to support one political position or another. The 
Umayyads created hadiths of Muhammad saying negative things 
about the Abbasids; the Abbasids developed hadiths in which 
Muhammad said exactly the opposite. The Shiites wrote hadiths of 
their own to support their champion, Ali ibn Abi Talib. 

The Abbasids emerged as the dominant party, and not surpris- 
ingly the bulk of the traditions that survive to the present day reflect 
favorably on them. Many hadiths denounce the Umayyads for their 
irreligion. But the desire to portray their rivals in a bad light would 
not have been the only motivation for the Abbasids. They also needed 
to convince the people that these stories about the prophet of Islam 
and his new religion were actually not new at all. How to explain the 
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sudden appearance of accounts of what had supposedly taken place in 
Arabia well over a century earlier? How to explain the fact that fathers 
and fathers’ fathers had not passed down the stories of this great war- 
rior prophet and his wondrous divine book? 

The answer was to blame the Umayyads. They were impious. 
They were irreligious. Although they were the sons and immediate 
heirs of those who had known Muhammad, they were indifferent to 
this legacy and let the great message of the Seal of the Prophets fall by 
the wayside. Now the Abbasids had come along and—Muhammad 
emerged! His teachings would be taught throughout the empire. His 
Qur’an would sound from every mosque. His faithful would be called 
to prayer from every minaret. 

The late appearance of the biographical material about Muham- 
mad, the fact that no one had heard of or spoken of Muhammad for 
decades after the Arab conquests began, the changes in the religion 
of the Arab Empire, the inconsistencies in the Qur’an—all of this 
needed to be explained. The hadiths pinning blame on the Umay- 
yads helped, but other explanations would have been necessary, too. 
A common justification emerged in the hadiths: It was all part of the 
divine plan. Allah caused even Muhammad to forget portions of the 
Qur'an. He left the collection of that divine book up to people who 
lost parts of it—hence its late editing and the existence of variants. It 
was all in his plan and thus should not disturb the faith of the pious. 


Explaining a Political Religion 


This reconstruction of events has a good deal to recommend it. It 
explains the curious silence of the early Arab conquerors, and of 
those whom they conquered, about Muhammad and the Qur’an. It 
explains why the earliest extant records of an Arab prophet speak of a 
figure who displayed some kinship with both Judaism and Christian- 
ity, contrary to the portrayal of Muhammad in the canonical Islamic 
texts. It explains why Islamic tradition speaks of the Qur’an as the 
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perfect and eternal book of Allah while simultaneously depicting the 
almost casual loss of significant portions of the holy book. It explains 
why Islam, the supposed impetus for the Arab conquests, is such a 
late arrival on the scene. 

This scenario also explains why Islam developed as such a pro- 
foundly political religion. By its nature, Islam is a political faith: The 
divine kingdom is very much of this world, with God’s wrath and 
judgment to be expected not only in the next life but also in this 
one, to be delivered by believers. In considering its adherents as the 
instruments of divine justice on earth, Islam departs from its Abra- 
hamic forerunners. This departure could reflect the circumstances 
of Islam’s origins: Whereas Christianity began as a primarily spiri- 
tual construct and gained worldly power only much later (forcing its 
adherents to grapple with the relationship between the spiritual and 
temporal realms), Islam was unapologetically worldly and political 
from the beginning. 

Allah says in the Qur’an: “As for those disbelieving infidels, I 
will punish them with a terrible agony in this world and the next. 
They have no one to help or save them” (3:56). Allah also exhorts 
Muslims to wage war against those infidels, apostates, and polythe- 
ists (2:191, 4:89, 9:5, 9:29). In the Qur’an Allah even commands the 
Islamic faithful to expand the domains of the believers by waging war 
against and subjugating those outside the fold (9:29), including those 
among the “People of the Book” who “disbelieve” (98:6)—in other 
words, the other monotheists who dare to reject the Qur’an’s claims. 
These various teachings could, and did, coalesce easily in Islamic his- 
tory: They put vengeance against Allah’s enemies into the hands of 
the faithful. 

Compare the perspective on display in such Quranic verses 
with the attitude encapsulated by the lapidary phrase “Vengeance 
is mine, says the Lord, I will repay” (Deuteronomy 32:35; Romans 
12:19). However much Christians at various points in history may 
have departed from both the letter and the spirit of that directive, 
the sharp contrast between the two sets of teachings underscores an 
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important difference between the faiths. In one, believers are told, 
“love your enemies, and pray for those who persecute you” (Matthew 
5:44). In the other, they are told, “Muhammad is the Messenger of 
God, and those who are with him are hard against the unbelievers, 
merciful one to another” (Qur’an 48:29). 

The political, and indeed the martial and imperial, components 
are intrinsic to the Islamic faith, and they are evident from the earli- 
est records. Did the political arise from the spiritual imperatives of 
the faith, or was it the other way around? The alternative scenario 
we have considered explains the uniquely political nature of Islam by 
suggesting that the empire came first and the theology came later. In 
this reconstruction, the spiritual propositions that Islam offers were 
elaborated in order to justify and perpetuate the political entity that 
generated them. 


Did Muhammad Exist? 


Did Muhammad exist? As a prophet of the Arabs who taught a vaguely 
defined monotheism, he may have existed. But beyond that, his life 
story is lost in the mists of legend, like those of Robin Hood and 
Macbeth. As the prophet of Islam, who received (or even claimed to 
receive) the perfect copy of the perfect eternal book from the supreme 
God, Muhammad almost certainly did not exist. There are too many 
gaps, too many silences, too many aspects of the historical record that 
simply do not accord, and cannot be made to accord, with the tradi- 
tional account of the Arabian prophet teaching his Qur’an, energiz- 
ing his followers to such an extent that they went out and conquered 
a good part of the world. 

A careful investigation makes at least one thing clear: The details 
of Muhammad’s life that have been handed down as canonical—that 
he unified Arabia by the force of arms, concluded alliances, mar- 
ried wives, legislated for his community, and did so much else—are 
a creation of political ferments dating from long after the time he is 
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supposed to have lived. Similarly, the records strongly indicate that 
the Qur'an did not exist until long after it was supposed to have been 
delivered to the prophet of Islam. 

In light of this evidence, there is compelling reason to conclude 
that Muhammad the messenger of Allah came into existence only 
after the Arab Empire was firmly entrenched and casting about for 
a political theology to anchor and unify it. Muhammad and the 
Qur’an cemented the power of the Umayyad caliphate and then that 
of the Abbasid caliphate. That is the most persuasive explanation for 
why they were created at all. And once legends about Muhammad 
began to be elaborated, his story took on a life of its own: One legend 
begat another, as people hungered to know what their prophet said 
and did regarding issues that vexed them. Once Muhammad was 
summoned, he could not be sent away. One pious legend fabricated 
for political purposes would lead to another, and then another, to 
fill in holes and address anomalies in the first; then those new sto- 
ries would lead in turn to still newer ones, until finally the faithful 
Muslims were able to fill wheelbarrows with volumes of hadiths, as 
is the case today. 

As long as the oddities, inconsistencies, and lacunae exist in the 
traditional Islamic narratives and the records of early Islam, there 
will arise people with the courage to seek answers to the questions 
we have considered here. Up to now, however, those brave schol- 
ars have been relatively few in number. This is both unusual and 
unfortunate. It is unusual in that the world’s other major religions 
have undergone thorough historical investigation; the “quest for the 
historical Jesus,” a parallel to inquiries into the historical Muham- 
mad, has been a prominent field of scholarship for two centuries. It 
is unfortunate in that the lack of interest in examining Islam’s ori- 
gins, among Muslim and non-Muslim scholars alike, robs everyone 
of access to the truth. 

To be sure, many fervent believers in Islam resist such histori- 
cal investigation. Even raising the question of whether Muham- 
mad existed challenges the very premise of their belief system. No 
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Muslim authorities have encouraged such scholarship, and those who 
have pursued this line of inquiry often labor under threat of death. 
But scholarly examinations of the origins of Christianity and Juda- 
ism have gone forward even as some Christians and Jews, including 
high religious authorities, condemned these historical inquiries as 
attempts to undermine their faith. Of course, other authorities have 
actually approved and even welcomed the inquiries. Islam, however, 
has remained largely exempt from such scrutiny. 

For some fourteen hundred years, Islam has profoundly shaped 
the history and culture not only of the Near East but also of the entire 
world. At one point, the Islamic Empire stretched as far west as Spain 
and as far east as India, as far south as Sudan and as far north as the 
Caucasus. Over the centuries Islamic forces have repeatedly clashed 
with Western powers, whether it was in the initial wave of conquests 
that created the Islamic Empire, the clashes with the Crusaders of the 
Byzantine Empire over Christian holy lands, or the Ottoman Empire’s 
fierce efforts to control the Mediterranean in the sixteenth century. 
More recently, of course, the nature of the conflict has changed: No 
longer are traditional powers facing off on the battlefield; instead, 
Islamic jihadists are terrorizing unbelievers and seeking in various 
ways, including nonviolent subversion and the electoral process, to 
impose sharia law. 

This long history of conflict demonstrates that there are pro- 
nounced differences between the Islamic tradition and the Judeo- 
Christian tradition of the West. And yet despite those differences, 
few have bothered to investigate how the Islamic tradition emerged 
and what those origins might tell us about the “clash of civiliza- 
tions” that has been a defining feature of world history for well over 
a millennium. 

Did Muhammad exist? The full truth of whether a prophet named 
Muhammad lived in seventh-century Arabia, and if he did, what sort 
of a man he was, may never be known. But it would be intellectually 
irresponsible not to ask the question or consider the implications of 
the provocative evidence that pioneering scholars have assembled. 
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Contrary to the common assumption, Islam and its supposed 
prophet did not emerge in the “full light of history.” Now, more than 
ever before, historical investigators have the opportunity—in fact, 
the responsibility—to usher Islam’s origins out of the shadows and 
into the light. Were they not to discharge that responsibility fully or 
properly, we would all be the poorer. 
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In his blockbuster bestseller The Truth about Muhammad, 
Robert Spencer revealed the shocking contents of the earli- 
est Islamic biographical material about the prophet of Islam. 
Now he uncovers that material’s surprisingly shaky his- 
torical foundations. 
‘The stunning, meticulously researehed Did Muhammad 
Exist? brings to early Islam the same level of probing histori- 
cal criticism long applied to Christianity and Judaism. In the — 
process, it raises a question with profound implications: Are 
jihadists dying fora fiction? 
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“In an impeccably researched book, Spencer shows that all our Arabic sources 
for the life of Muhammad are very late, tendentious, and unsupported by any: 
archaeological or epigraphic evidence, while the non-Islamic sources are scant 
and ambiguous. Thanks to this book, skepticism regarding what we can know : 
about Muhammad must now and forever be'takén seriously.” 
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“Robert Spencer has displayed brilliant scholarship and fierce courage in his 
previous books. In this one he perseveres and confronts with deep erudition the 
most topical roblem of our century.” 
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